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With the acceleration of climate change, Canada's commitment to action on carbon 
emissions faces several vital contradictions. These tensions have economic, social, and 
communicative dimensions. This research seeks to investigate some of these 
manifestations by looking at how energy is understood and articulated through the lens 
of faith. Unique to the Canadian cultural/petrol landscape is that the physical geography 
of extraction and transport often overlaps with the cultural and spiritual geographies of 
protestant Christian faith. To date, few scholars have tackled this subject through this 
specific lens. While some scholars and Christian leaders have begun to address the 
overlapping relations of climate change, fossil fuels, and belief (Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 
2019; Jenkins, Berry, & Kreider, 2018; Hayhoe, 2018; Ghosh, 2017; Taylor, Van Wieren, 
& Zaleha, 2016; Franics, 2015; McDuff, 2012; Wilkinson, 2012; Peterson, 2010; Yergin, 
2008), this has yet to be explored significantly within Canadian communications and 
energy scholarship. With the third largest proven oil reserves in the world, much of it 
located and transported through Western Canada’s Christian and Evangelical 
heartlands, (rural Alberta and the BC Fraser Valley and Okanagan), this research has 
much to add to a growing conversation around fossil fuels. In particular, it offers novel 
perspectives on the varied negotiations of labour, care, and identity that surround energy 
production, consumption, and transition.  
 
To do this, the thesis conducts a review of Canadian English language 
mainstream legacy media coverage of faith-based fossil fuel news stories, from 2016-
2018, a period of significant public and discursive contestation over pipelines in Canada. 
This analysis is then paired with a series of one-on-one interviews and focus group 
conversations with faith leaders and believers in communities primarily along the Trans 
Mountain Pipeline route. These conversations explore how lived experiences of faith are 
constituted by, and also challenge, dominant narratives in Canada’s legacy media. Of 
particular focus is the way in which high carbon living is reflected in national news 
discourses of economy, wellbeing, and nation. Importantly, this is not intended to be a 
work of theology, but rather an examination of the way that particular religious identities 
and subjectivities mediate understandings of climate change and fossil fuels. 
 
Keywords: Petroculture; Christianity; Environmental Communication; Fossil Fuels. 
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Climate change is extremely challenging because it requires people to accept 
that something is true solely because of the authority of the communicator, it 
manifests itself in events that are distant in time and place, and it challenges our 
normal experience and our assumptions about the world. Above all, climate 
change requires people to endure certain short-term losses in order to avoid 
uncertain long-term costs. Religion faces every one of these obstacles, but to an 




Chapter 1. Introduction 
My face turned red. I started to sweat. I felt an uncomfortable sense of fear as well as 
guilt, as if I had been somehow found out. The person who asked, an evangelical 
believer in their late 60’s, placed their pen down atop their interview consent form 
without signing. All eyes in the group turned toward me.  
“Are you a Christian?” he asked. 
“That’s a difficult question to answer,” I responded. 
“Well not really,” he said. “Do you believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, died on 
the cross for your sins, and was resurrected three days after so that you could have 
eternal life?”  
“No.”  
“Well then you’re not a Christian.” 
The consent form to participate in this research is three-pages long, including several 
paragraphs about the consensus science on anthropogenic climate change and how 
burning fossil fuels produces greenhouse gasses that are warming the earth. Handing 
this document to a stranger to sign before an intimate conversation about faith is a rather 
alienating way to begin a relationship. It is a contract between investigator and subject 
that outlines both the project and how the participant’s information will be protected and 
used. The participant asking the question went on to express how they were concerned 
about how the particulars of our discussion would be used. They wanted more detail 
about what I was going to do with their answers.  
We’re often reminded, either by folklore or real-life practice, of the two things 
never to discuss at the dinner table: religion and politics. In Canada we could certainly 
add fossil fuels and climate change to the list of uncomfortable, and politically defining, 
conversation topics. This project did all four. In moments like these (and there were 
several), being asked to declare my personal, and by proxy political, relationship to the 
project, it seemed as though this thesis would never happen, at least not in the form you 
see here – competing sets of voices and understandings about Christian faith and fossil 
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fuels in Canada. Inevitably, I would reveal to both those who asked and those who did 
not that I had been a committed Pentecostal Christian for ten years of my life, from my 
late teens to my late twenties, and that three of these years I spent as an overseas 
proselytizing missionary in Zimbabwe and Russia.  
Asking groups of strangers outside of the academy, some even hostile to the 
academy, to spend two hours talking about their personal faith convictions and their 
political beliefs about fossil fuels is a tall order. I received many respectful, but single 
sentence, email replies to my original set of invitations to the study. Some participants 
committed at first only to cancel at the last minute. Others expressed discomfort about 
speaking as representatives of their faith tradition. One potential participant asked for me 
to email them a picture of myself before making their decision to participate, and then 
upon sending my picture, I never heard from them again. And many others jumped at 
the opportunity to talk about faith and fossil fuels and how it connected to their social and 
political realities. “I’m passionate about Jesus and I’m passionate about the oil sands,” 
said a pastor from Fort McMurray over the phone. Another minister on the BC coast was 
equally eager to talk about how God’s heart is to bring healing to Canada through 
reconciled relations with Indigenous peoples, and how that begins with solidarity with 
First Nations in opposition to the Trans Mountain Pipeline. 
Whether or not I was a Christian came up in every focus group discussion and 
interview, but it did not come up in the same way. With congregations most situated on 
the conservative side of the political spectrum, it was the first topic of order. It was 
particularly important for these groups, either evangelical or Pentecostal, because of 
what many expressed as how non-Christian Canadian society, the academy, and folks 
who look and talk like me view their politics, spiritual beliefs, and life choices. “We’re not 
just potted plants out here listening to whatever word our pastors say to us,” said one 
evangelical participant in Burnaby, BC, adding that he and his fellow believers are “pretty 
woke” to the ways of the world.  
This project made salient a very real and active Canadian culture war that is 
being waged through think-tanks, legacy media, and online petrol industry activist 
groups to reconstitute an idea of Canada around a socially conservative/environmentally 
progressive resource extraction. One that in this particular niche imagines a faith-based 
rural, suburban, and resource economy and culture on one side, and an urban secular, 
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service and creative industry economy on the other. This caused pause to consider my 
own participation and affiliation within this cultural landscape. All meetings were kind and 
warm. But not all carried with them the emotional, political, and social undertones of 
irreconcilable contradictions. Amidst the occasional tension was also the consistent 
reminder of how at home and welcoming being in the context of collective faith can feel. I 
received hugs, prayers, and heartfelt invitations to return to faith, as well as expressions 
of gratitude for providing the space to have a conversation about something that many 
suggested, while extremely important, they don’t often have a chance to talk about in 
church. In every focus group there were tears as well as impassioned expressions of 
certainty, and uncertainty, about climate science, about “the” church, about Canada, and 
about the health of the earth. Some conversations transformed into deeply personal 
reflections on life and death and the importance of faith to give meaning to our troubled 
world. Some explored what the role of “the” church should be in an age of a rapidly 
changing climate. Others went deep into the minutia of climate science, and whether or 
not the earth was indeed warming. All expressed a deep love and appreciation for the 
non-human world and a commitment to treating God’s creation with integrity. 
Having to define one’s faith with an apostate lexicon invites an immediate 
reckoning with the divergent understandings of fossil fuels and the political cultures it 
produces. It also draws attention to the words that we use and how the way things are 
expressed shape our interactions, and in particular, the way that certain types of 
language and phrases link to other types of language and phrases. For example, how a 
word like “gender” – its casual yet formal use on an academic focus group consent form 
required to participate in this study – might signify a node in a broader political 
constellation that is in opposition to one’s own thinking about something seemingly 
unrelated, though actually deeply connected, say a federal carbon tax. How the 
environmental rebellion of someone like Greta Thunberg can be seen as both a signifier 
of conscientious courage, spurred on by Jesus’s emphasis to not let anyone discourage 
you because you are young, or that of a selfish ungrateful youth not respecting their 
elders and traditions. In his book about the conservative American heartland, Hillbilly 
Elegy (2016), American author J.D. Vance describes how language defines political, 
cultural, and regional alliances in the United States, particularly in his home state of 
Kentucky. Vance writes that of all possible things that can define a person it is language, 
“how they talk,” that cements one’s political place and in-group status in the deeply 
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religious state (Vance, 2016: 3). This work echoes David Campbell’s assessment that 
voters ultimately look to “people like them” in deciding their ballot choices (cited in Bean, 
2014a: 14).  
In How Climate Change Comes to Matter (2012), Candis Callison describes a 
process of translation in thinking about how environmental realities come to mean in 
different communities. She writes: “Climate change then sounds different being 
explained from the pulpit of an American church or from an Inuit elder in a village in 
Arctic Alaska than it does in the pages of a major American newspaper” (Callison, 2012: 
6). These vernaculars are not unlike religion itself, wherein science and facts take on the 
aspects of language and values of the contexts in which they are enmeshed. For 
example, in American evangelical circles that are pro-climate change action, 
environmentalism is articulated as “creation care” (Callison, 2012: 7). Whereas, 
believers who doubt the science of climate change tend to speak more of environmental 
dominion and stewardship, and also that God’s plan is ultimately for this beautiful 
creation to one-day fade away (Jenkins, Berry, & Kreider, 2018). And as such, to protect 
the environment in any coveted or meaningful sense, to try to make creation better, 
reveals a commitment to secular humanism, the antithesis of evangelical faith. We’re 
here to serve God’s plan, not humanity’s.  
For Callison, educators, journalists, and environmental leaders ought to consider 
how it is that language and social channels animate our thinking about environmental 
concerns. In this light, the lack of impactful action on climate change is not necessarily 
the result of the diminished ability for journalists to report on climate change or the lack 
of media coverage on global warming, but rather indicative of processes that fail to 
consider the metaphors, stories, and words that direct, define, and police the boundaries 
of inclusion and belief. In particular, forms that assume better or more clear scientific 
information, (information deficit), or journalistic norms of objectivity and balance which 
presume rational publics, often neglect the conditions upon which messages are 
received and understood (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018; Gunster, 2017). As environmental 
communication scholars like Naomi Oreskes (2021) and George Marshall (2014) 
observe, it is the ways in which the science about climate change caries other social 
meanings, (like political orientation in the case of climate change), that mediates 
reception (Oreskes, 2021; Marshall, 2014). This assessment has implications beyond 
climate change too. As will be reflected in the work that follows, so too are fossil fuels 
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expressed in localized vernaculars that speak to the realities, experiences, and social 
horizons of particular Christian faith communities.  
Many faith groups in Canada, and evangelicals in particular, understand 
themselves as culturally under attack, alienated from the broader population, believing 
that their worldview is unfairly marked by mainstream Canadian society (Gagné, 2020; 
Reimer & Sikkink, 2020; Coren, 2018; Malloy, 2017; Malloy, 2011; McDonald, 2010; 
Haskell, 2009). Making up 10% of the Canadian population, evangelicals represent a 
unique cohort amongst the Canadian electorate for their conservative right leanings and 
their perceived influence, real or imagined, on electoral politics (Malloy, 2009). This 
makes for an at times uneasy, yet politically expedient, alliance between rural and 
suburban economies in the West, conservative Christian values nationally via the federal 
Conservative party, and, as argued here, the global fossil fuel industry (Marshall, 2020; 
Patrick, 2009). Indeed, many from suburban and rural communities who participated in 
this study felt as though they were besieged for the simple act of speaking 
uncomfortable truths. One evangelical participant expressed how if global warming were 
true, they would be compelled by their faith to act. But because they do not believe in 
climate change, because they believe that climate change is a lie, they have a Christian 
moral duty to fight it. For them, there is a deep spiritual affirmation in the act of testifying 
in the face of fashionable and politically correct untruths. That the early Christian church 
grew in the face of persecution is not lost on these believers. Rejection confirms a more 
heavenly truth – if they hate me they will hate you (to paraphrase the words of Jesus 
Christ in the Gospel of John). The more intense the opposition one receives, the more 
voracious the truth they carry.  
It is relatively easy to talk to those who come from Christian faith traditions that 
are actively visible in anti-pipeline movements. They’re often holding signs, giving media 
interviews, and even appearing in court defending unlawful trespassing charges by citing 
the moral and religious imperative of conscience. These are people who, for the most 
part, want to talk. More difficult to reach are those people who are not at the protest, not 
holding signs, not giving media interviews. In many cases, these are folks who are not all 
that sure about what to believe about fossil fuels, though relatively confident in their 
perceptions of others who appear to be opposing the carbon intensive energy projects 
they consider to be beneficial to “our” Canadian way of life. Some of these less visible 
voices are people of faith who have a relatively nuanced view of fossil fuels and their 
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own relationship to them, and yet also feel targeted because of their geographical and 
cultural association with the extractive industries that provide, (or are perceived to 
provide), significant employment opportunities in their communities and national 
economic prosperity.  
The most complex spectrum of belief came from the right side of the political 
spectrum. The people from evangelical and Pentecostal traditions that constitute a 
significant portion of the conservative political coalition in Canada, and who themselves 
in interviews expressed support for various Conservative Party and People’s Party of 
Canada policies when it comes to resource extraction and action, or inaction, on climate 
change. But “coalition” is very much the right word to describe this cohort of the 
Canadian population (Coren, 2017; Bean, 2014a). Many expressed confident pro-oil 
views but were much more reserved in thinking about anthropogenic climate change. 
Amidst the overlapping layers of faith, culture, and politics there were significant tensions 
expressed about the politics of petroleum and the climate crisis and what their role, as 
justice-believing Christians, ought to be. The most strident petro-boosters countered 
claims of rising sea levels and the people most vulnerable to ecological crisis with 
messages of energy poverty and the need to help the poorest of the poor develop 
through fossil-fuelled economic growth and charity. In these discussions, justice and 
truth were key motivating factors in the expression of support for, not against, Trans 
Mountain Pipeline. There was also significant discussion of the global orientation of oil 
sands extraction, and how in particular the Athabasca formation is an expression of 
God’s heart for the nations. Oil has brought the world to Fort McMurray said a pastor 
whose church is active in the social services network of the city, and in return, the 
nations go out from Fort Mac to bring God’s blessing to the world. For charismatic, 
Pentecostal, and evangelical denominations, the nations, or the breadth and diversity of 
the human family tree, is an important theological signpost of both God’s providence and 
God’s plan. At many points in the Bible, bringing the nations together is an expression of 
God’s heart for the world: a heart to reconcile; a heart to heal; a heart to fulfill God’s 
desire for humanity to be connected in adoration of his creation. Being a hub of global 
migration, business, and industry is an affirmation of God’s hand. As the bitumen is 
scraped from the ground, liquefied, put into pipes, and sent out to the four corners of the 
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world1 so too does the gospel of Christ, through financial remittances, through 
missionary trips funded by oil patch wages, and through the transnational family and 
labour relations that keep Fort McMurray buzzing.  
Participants in Fort Mac were proud of their town’s rich cultural diversity and the 
broad cultural mosaic that fossil fuels bring to their doorstep. One participating church 
had a prominently displayed missionary wall at the entrance of their sanctuary. There 
are over a dozen international missionary families supported by this one church, bringing 
the gospel of Christ from Northern Alberta to Africa, Asia, Eurasia, Latin America, and 
the South Pacific. What could be more telling of God’s providence than this island of 
blessing in the frozen north? If fossil fuels are so bad, how come so much good can 
come of them? Another Fort Mac congregation ran a soup kitchen feeding impoverished 
inner city residents disaffected by the boomtown economy. A third opened up their 
building as a place for young people to connect and find social refuge from the social 
downsides of the abundant riches below the surface.  
A particularly salient moment occurred in a focus group when a power engineer 
from Suncor expressed that it would be un-Christian to annihilate the boreal forest and to 
poison surrounding Indigenous communities, leaving the land destitute for future 
generations. That’s why he worked at Suncor, he said, to be part of the climate change 
solution. This expression was one of the few moments where the relationship between 
resource extraction and Canada’s Indigenous populations were expressed by 
parishioners from conservative leaning congregations. In all other groups and interviews 
on the conservative continuum, if First Nations peoples emerged as a topic of discussion 
it was escorted relatively quickly out of the conversation by either an uncomfortable 
silence or a statement by someone in the group to agree to disagree over an implied 
terra nullius. These types of perspectives, or erasures, often travelled alongside broader 
Christian nationalist narratives around ideas progress, resource extraction, and Western 
chauvinism. I did not pose a question about Indigenous/settler relations to any group. 
This was intentional as I wanted to observe if, and how, understandings of fuel and faith 
would enter into other discussions of extractive relations. In contrast, for participants in 
                                                
1 Or at least imagined as such. According to the Government of Canada, 98% of all Canadian crude oil exports go to the 




denominations publicly active in Canada’s reconciliation politics, and on the progressive 
side of the political spectrum, First Nations voices and experiences – and often sorrowful 
admissions of their own church’s participation in the cultural genocide of Indigenous 
peoples through the operation of residential schools – were central in their thinking about 
fossil fuels. “[Our] church is obliged to be in a relationship that supports free, prior, and 
informed consent of Indigenous people and free, prior and informed refusal of 
Indigenous people for what happens on their territory,” said a mainline protestant 
minister from the BC Lower Mainland. 
It is important to note that research that engages with resource extraction in 
Canada necessarily invites discussions of colonization, Indigenous title, and 
reconciliation. This is of particular relevance as a significant portion of the TMX 
expansion runs through unceded aboriginal territory. While this project is focussed 
primarily on protestant Christian discourses and experiences of oil knowing, it is 
essential in the Canadian colonial context to be familiar with, and to acknowledge, the 
ways in which Indigenous and Metis perspectives already frame issues of energy, 
climate change, and ecological crisis. The work of Warren Cariou (2016), Arthur Manuel 
(2015), Glen Coulthard (2013), Audra Simpson (2014), Leanne Simpson (2011), 
Taiaiake Alfred (2009), Jack Forbes (2008), and Jeff Corntassel (2008) come to mind as 
important interventions into Western, colonial, and settler approaches to energy and 
environment. Cariou's work is notable in that it addresses the energy transitions that 
have happened within contemporary Indigenous experience in Canada. He states: 
 
Most, if not all, Indigenous peoples have already experienced a recent energy 
transition: from the energy practices associated with their traditional ways of life 
to the ones that have been thrust upon them during the ongoing process of 
colonization.… Indigenous people have also been particularly vigilant about 
pointing out the environmental damage caused by energy extraction and 
delivery. In some Indigenous cultural traditions this damage is even seen as a 
kind of ethical and spiritual transgression—a ‘sin against nature’ (Spirit 77), as 
Cree Elder Louis Bird has said (Cairou in Szeman, Wenzel, & Yaeger, 2017: 11). 
 
These ideas are important to consider as we engage with broader questions of energy 
futures, as well as queries of spirituality and ethics. Leanne Simpson and Jack Forbes 
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also offer vital insights that can inform contemporary faith-based understandings of 
energy.  
Simpson's work addresses the broader context of narrative and story, and how, 
in her tradition, creation and creator are cosmologically connected in an eternal cycle of 
regeneration. Indigenous stories reflect a cultural "non-essentialism" (Simpson, 2011: 
18), meaning Indigenous narratives of being in the Nishnaabeg tradition are necessarily 
relational. She writes: "In Nishnaabeg thought, a resurgence is dancing on our turtle's 
back; it is visioning and dancing new realities and worlds into existence" (Simpson, 
2011: 70). Likewise, Forbes’s discussion of the concept “weiteko” (consuming without 
end, or cannibalism) in Columbus and other Cannibals (2008), offers a stark picture of a 
world without spirit, where dualist Cartesian ontologies reject the vibrant and mystical 
lives of non-human things.   
 
If we tromp on a bug, that is our religion; if we experiment on living animals, that 
is our religion; if we dream of being famous, that is our religion; if we gossip 
maliciously, that is our religion; if we are rude and aggressive, that is our religion. 
All that we do is our religion (Forbes, 2008: 15).  
 
While this thesis could just have appropriately been dedicated to Indigenous 
perspectives on the extractive sites of social conflict examined in this work, many 
Canadian Indigenous and Metis scholars (and American in terms of Jack Forbes) are 
already at the forefront in establishing and advancing many of these conversations. As 
such, this work is focused primarily on settler faith perspectives as they are 
underexplored in regards to questions about fossil fuel production in Canada. 
1.1. Conversations 
Mapping the relationship between faith and hydrocarbons is complex. There are gender 
dimensions, historical dimensions, class dimensions, geographical dimensions, urban 
dimensions, rural dimensions, colonial dimensions, racialized dimensions, spiritual 
dimensions, and countless others. All are dialectically in relation to one another, with no 
one thing necessarily defining entirely any other aspect of the other. As an enduring 
carrier, producer, and product of human culture, understanding how faith is enmeshed 
within fossil fuels, climate change, and justice is an important conversation to have.  
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Over the course of the past two years, I have had numerous opportunities to talk 
about this research. The elevator pitch, “Christian faith perspectives on fossil fuels,” 
inevitably invites thoughts and ideas relevant to the topic. A common offering from 
secular audiences is a Coles Notes version of the dominion thesis from the Genesis 
story – God gave fossil fuels to us to do with what we want. Generally speaking, this 
type of response tends to come from a perspective that is critical of conservative 
Christian faith traditions in Canada. However, dominion represents a very small part of 
the story. The story as told by those who live a conservative faith is often much more 
complex. Even the most passionate expressions of dominion revealed sustained 
moments of doubt, divergence, and compassion: God gave us oil, and we have a duty to 
share it; God gave us oil, and we’re squandering our riches; God gave us oil, but it will 
become a curse if we don’t manage it better. In all of these renditions, and countless 
others, there are deep spiritual lessons about living as a person of faith within a petrol 
economy. Some participants expressed that oil is a fundamentally destructive 
commodity, a socially corrosive material, this in addition to its eco-damaging qualities. 
Others say petroleum confronts and challenges issues of human character that brings 
out the best, or the worst, in humanity. Another participant argued that the social world 
fossil fuels have built – even with all of its flaws – is infinitely more kind, livable, and just 
than the social world without them, and that it would be immoral to not use them. In this 
view, people who oppose the Trans Mountain Pipeline are not only foolish but also 
unethical in their refusal to give power to an energy-starved world. 
I have also observed expressions of surprise when I offer to non-faith audiences 
who ask about this research that the Christian story of fossil fuels in Canada is not one 
story but 1000s of stories – expressions that are significantly more expansive than the 
dominion thesis in Genesis or the doctrine of stewardship, a competing concept also 
found in the first book of the Bible. Many who are not part of Christian faith communities 
are stunned to hear of anti-pipeline Christians, cases of faith-based eco-sabotage in 
Alberta, or that increasing numbers of conservative evangelicals believe in climate 
change and also the need to act on it (Hayhoe, 2018; Jenkins et al., 2018; Callison, 
2014). Or that there are deeply dedicated Christian movements, leaders, and 
parishioners who say fossil fuels constitute principalities and forces of darkness in our 
world, the kind that the apostle Paul talks about in his letter to the church in Ephesus in 
the New Testament. Or that fossil fuel corporations are like pharaoh in Egypt and that 
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we average folks are the Israelites in search of our climate Joshua. Others have said 
that fossil fuels are a metaphor and expression of sin, an object of desire originating in 
the Genesis story of the fall. And yet there are others still who believe the term “fossil 
fuels” is inaccurate because it implies a false origins story. “Hydrocarbons,” I was 
reminded by a conservative suburban BC Lower Mainland evangelical church member, 
is the appropriate term and also scientifically consistent with belief in a 6000 year-old 
earth.  
These iterations are all discourses, stories about the world, and the role of faith 
within it (Marshall, 2014). They produce, bind, and reproduce structures of belief and 
power. They also connect to other stories. Faith as “other” when it comes to climate 
change is one such story. Public thinkers like Naomi Klein have identified American 
evangelicals as a group as a significant barrier to halting the pace of our heating earth 
(Klein, 2019). There are also counter discourses to these stories, narratives of faith 
possibilities struggling to define what it means to be a believer in the context of eco-
collapse. There certainly is a conservative Christian-family-values voter base in 
Canadian politics. Recent federal and provincial elections in Canada reveal the spiritual 
geography of this. One particular version of this Christian story manifests in the gospel of 
Jesus mobilized as an intermediating concept between fuel and the traditional family. In 
their work on gender and oil, scholars like Dan Houser (2018), Sara O’Shaughnessy 
(2016), Goze Dogu (2016), and Sara Dorow (2015) describe the ways in which 
extraction entrenches traditional gender and familial roles, while at the same time 
offering opportunities to eclipse these relations, although with uneven, gendered, and 
racialized dimensions (Houser, 2018; O’Shaughnessy & Dogu, 2016; Dorow, 2015). 
They describe an industry discourse that, at its core, articulates a rural, nuclear, and cis-
gendered family form that is enabled, protected, and celebrated by the dollars and 
security provided by oil sands corporations and male oil sands work. Another 
intermediary linked formation is fuel and populist expressions of the Canadian nation 
(Gunster, Fleet, & Neubauer, 2021; Neubauer & Gunster, 2019). In the media analysis of 
this thesis, the most circulated legacy print media news story from the height of the 
public conflict over Trans Mountain was a story about a Christian single mother who 
would be adversely impacted by a national carbon tax (Adkin, 2017). Stories like this, 
and others, offered a narrative that an attack on the household heating costs of average 
Canadians is an attack on the nation itself, embodied in the story of a hardworking 
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Christian single mom. The articulations that bind faith, fuel, family, and the nation are not 
inevitable relations but rather constitutive of discourse coalitions that have been 
cultivated, nurtured, and grown by industry and its supporters over the past several 
decades in Canada (Gunster, Neubauer, Bermingham, & Massie, 2020; Gunster & 
Saurette, 2014).  
1.2. Faith and the Environment  
A widely influential argument was made in 1967 by sociologist Lynn White that equated 
ecological domination and Christian spirituality (Lam, 2020; Jenkins et al., 2018). In no 
uncertain terms, White argued Christianity is “the most anthropocentric religion the world 
has seen” (White, 1967: 1205). In its victory over European paganism, White wrote, 
Christianity paved the way for the view “that nature has no reason for existence save to 
serve man” (White, 1967: 1207). He went on to posit that “since the roots of our trouble 
are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious, whether we call it 
that or not” (White, 1967: 1207). Much of the work on religion and the environment since 
has had to engage with the lasting influence of this work (Landrum, Tomaka, & 
McCarthy, 2016). With the rise of the environmental movement, and in particular the 
identification of right-wing conservative politics as a fundamental enemy of ecological 
politics by many eco advocates (Kirchgaessner & Holden, 2020; Solnit, 2019; Klein, 
2019; Bloomfield, 2019; Fair, 2018), Christian faith, and in particular white evangelicals, 
has been identified as a significant social, cultural, and political barrier to action on 
climate change. For example, in a yearlong set of features titled “What would Jesus do? 
Talking with Evangelicals about climate change” (Bergman, 2018), The Guardian 
produced nearly a dozen stories about how the road to climate salvation is paved 
through the carbon and freedom loving barricade of spirit-filled Christian America. This 
presumption speaks to the lasting power of the Lynn White thesis even though the 
findings of this argument have been significantly challenged (Jenkins et al., 2018; El 
Jurdi, Batat, & Jafari, 2016; Landrum et al, 2016).  
In their work Religion and Climate Change (2018) Jenkins et al., argue that while 
it is tempting to draw a straight line between faith and environmental attitudes, faith is 
only a small part of what shapes our views on things like climate change and fossil fuels.  
At the heart of debates about religion and climate change is a question about 
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whether religious commitments are the key drivers of worldly action, or whether 
beliefs are themselves embedded in broader systems of identity that conjoin 
secular and religious modalities (Jenkins et al., 2018: 87). 
As many studies have revealed, political affiliation is the most significant determinant of 
belief in anthropogenic climate change and the need for environmental conservation 
(Marshall, Bennett, & Clarke, 2018; Hochschild, 2016; Taylor, 2015; Marshall, 2014). 
From the critical theory tradition, scholars like Natalie Merchant (1980) and William Leiss 
(1972) have also challenged this idea that instrumental and destructive Western 
ecological attitudes are the fault, so-to-speak, of the Christian tradition. For Leiss, 
Christianity was enlisted as an “ethical framework” during the 18th Century to justify 
Europe’s changing relationship to nature (Leiss, 1972: 35). “Science conceived as the 
winning of mastery over nature seemed to be the natural fulfillment of the biblical 
promises that man should be lord of the earth” (Leiss, 1972: 31). In other words, science 
takes from theology rather than theology necessarily giving license to science and 
industrial modernity. According to Leiss, Christianity and the pagan organic order, 
manifest in the ideas of limits and natural enchantment, coexisted for centuries. It is only 
with the rise of science, industrialization, and ideals of progress that the domination of 
nature becomes a manifestation of the human spirit and the soul, the latter existing 
outside of nature and deified by a newly minted Western European Christian 
understanding. Leiss writes:  
The identification of mastery over nature with the results of scientific and 
technological progress, in connection with the cultural antagonism of science and 
religion in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, dissolved the traditional 
framework. For Francis Bacon there was no apparent contradiction between his 
religion and his hopes for science – in fact the image of man as the lord of nature 
clearly helped him to unite the two; But the Baconian synthesis, so characteristic 
of the seventeenth century, has not endured (Leiss, 1972: 35).  
Likewise, Carolyn Merchant writes: “The removal of animistic, organic assumptions 
about the cosmos constituted the death of nature – the most far-reaching effect of the 
Scientific Revolution” (Merchant, 1989: 193).  
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This brief caveat is only a microscopic sliver of the rich and contested terrain of 
Christianity and modernity. Over fifty years on, the lasting impact of Lynn White’s work 
exists in the necessity to clarify how it is that we see faith working through people, and 
how it is these ideas get identified as primary actors. Jenkins et al note that, “perceptions 
of climate change are rooted in intimately local frames of reference” Jenkins et al., 2018: 
89). And while the relationship between competing Christian theologies is a fascinating 
and engaging topic, this thesis does not engage with the centuries of debate over the 
meaning of the Genesis story, dominion, or stewardship, nor does it attempt to weigh in 
on the validity or falsity of Lynn White’s influential provocation. This is for two reasons: 
one, such a task would be exhaustive and beyond my capabilities as a communications 
scholar; and two, because this thesis does not propose to be a work of theology but 
rather a thesis about power, how Canada is powered, and how that power is expressed 
through faith. That said, the reader will see through the voices of participants how 
important debates about the role faith and the natural world are to believers across the 
political spectrum. For many participants, the distinction between stewardship, dominion, 
and creation care is essential to how they engage in politics and with other Christians. In 
other instances, we see how dominion and stewardship, like nature in many ways, act as 
empty signifiers, hollow vessels filled by one’s beliefs and ideas about the non-human 
world. I have done my best to allow these voices to speak for themselves within the 
broader constellation of discourses and ideas that they find themselves immersed in. In 
the lived experience of believers it often means that if you are a progressive person from 
a progressive region who goes to a progressive church, chances are that your faith 
perspectives on fossil fuels are progressive. Conversely, if you are a conservative 
person from a conservative region who goes to a conservative church, chances are that 
your faith ideas about pipelines are conservative.  
Another common question asked of this research is what is the possibility of 
progressive Christian faith perspectives to challenge Canadian petronationalism? This 
question was put to me directly at an environmental communication panel on resistance 
to fossil fuels. The question momentarily stumped me. My recollection is that I answered 
negatively, that I did not think Christian faith, in both its hermeneutics and social 
organizing power, contained any type of blueprint for halting the spew of carbon into the 
atmosphere. And even though I had interviewed believers who had literally been 
arrested at the gates of Kinder Morgan in an attempt to halt the construction of a 
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bitumen pipeline, or with the knowledge of the role of the Vancouver Quaker community, 
the United Church, and other faith-inspired organizations in opposing TMX, I shared that 
there were even more politically motivated people of faith across the country who 
believed that such actions by mainline protestant Christians (as opposed to more 
conservative evangelicals and Pentecostals) are misguided. Some participants in this 
study even questioned whether or not those believers being arrested were “bible 
believing Christians.” An implied tenet of this perspective is that belief in climate change 
constitutes a disbelief in ‘real’ or ‘true’ Christianity – one defined by fundamentalist 
biblical literalism, end times preparation, and a rejection of secular humanism (Marshall, 
2020). In hindsight, the answer I offered to the question at the conference was 
incomplete at best. Not only can I not speak on behalf of the potentialities of these 
massive historical questions and dynamic social bodies, but I also cannot speak to 
something that I believe faith cannot do. For, if one is not moved by the science and 
impact of climate change it is unlikely that one’s God will reveal it to them as so. 
Lastly, Jenkins et al (2018) highlight two dominant ways that faith and climate 
change tend to be approached in contemporary scholarship: “constructive,” what lessons 
religion can teach us; and “confessional,” how the living act of faith can reshape our 
orientation to the industrial capital world (Jenkins et al., 2018: 92). This thesis dabbles in 
both these forms, though the majority of time is spent considering the latter. This 
research was first inspired by the possibility that faith can teach us something about how 
to avoid ecological collapse, that faith embodies something yet untold about the enigma 
of petroculture. But as the project progressed, the limits of this approach, much like the 
limits of instrumentalizing faith for environmental ends, became more and more clear. 
Margaret Atwood’s dystopian tales of religious political ecology, or the merger of certain 
environmental and anti-immigrant parties in Europe, are but two extreme pictures of the 
reactionary political potentialities of a faith-based environmental public. And yet, I’m also 
keenly aware of the profound importance of Christian faith in the origins and sustenance 
of the environmental justice movement, in particular the role that local churches have, 
and do, play in organizing and fighting for environmental equity across the globe 
(Pezzullo & Cox, 2018). In light of these countervailing examples, I am torn in my own 
thinking about asserting a path through the complexities of thinking about faith in this 
way. So what has emerged is the exact inverse of the original impulse: What can 
petroculture teach us about faith? In exploring this question it is important to emphasize 
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once more that this thesis does not aspire to be a work of religious theology, but rather 
an examination of the way that particular religious identities and subjectivities both 
express and mediate understandings of climate change and petro politics within the 
Canadian context.  
1.3. Thesis chapters 
Chapter two, “Literature Review,” tackles the two primary bodies of scholarship that 
inform this thesis. The first, Environmental Communication is a body of literature that 
explores the varied and contested ways that humans come to know about the non-
human world. In doing so, scholars and thinkers within this tradition look to the ways that 
communication can be said to both help, and hinder, action on the ecological crisis. Key 
themes that emerge from the field are information deficit approaches to behavior 
change, social norms, values, and eco religious metaphors. The second, Energy 
Humanities, is a body of emergent scholarship that investigates the myriad ways that 
energy forms – oil, coal, natural gas, electricity, hydro and solar power – socially, 
politically, and culturally construct our world(s). Emphasis is placed on locating 
contemporary modernity(s) as expressions of petro relations. As such, the concepts of 
petroculture and petromodernity are reviewed in relation to faith, oil, and politics in 
Canada. The review travels several unique histories of Christian influence in the North 
American fossil fuel industry, as well as discussions of energy as communication and 
Canadian petronationalism.  
Chapter three, “Religious political context,” looks at historical and contemporary 
intersections between Christianity and Canadian public life. It begins by reviewing 
census and polling data on Canada’s faith profile and by establishing the parameters of 
key debates on secularization and religious polarization in Canada. It then goes on to 
look at the tensions between religious plurality and the Religious Right as it relates to 
federal electoral politics, as well as review some of the scholarly debates regarding the 
similarities and distinctions between Canadian and American evangelical subcultures. 
Importantly, it is not an exhaustive historical review, but rather a topical engagement that 
addresses key questions on the impact of organized Christian faith within federal 
Canadian politics. 
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Chapter four, “Methodology,” outlines the method and methodological assumptions of 
the research. It describes the choice of using the TMX route as a heuristic for the 
research, as well as why the majority of the thesis addresses only protestant Christian 
faith perspectives. It details the parameters of the mainstream media analysis 
component of the work as well as describing the importance of pairing this relevant 
context with the focus group and one-on-one interviews discussions.  
Chapter five, “Four stories and two narratives of faith,” is a media analysis that 
establishes the discursive context for the work. It asks the questions: is there a 
conversation about Christian faith and fossil fuels in mainstream legacy media in 
Canada? And if so, what are the characteristics of this conversation? Looking at two 
years of print media, from November 2016 to November 2018, the analysis highlights 
four dominant narratives/storylines about religion and energy in Canada. It reveals that 
despite the importance of faith to a significant minority of Canadians as demonstrated by 
several national polls and the most recent Canadian census in 2011, faith rarely enters 
the discussion of fossil fuels in English Canadian legacy print mainstream media. 
Moreover, when it does enter the conversation it enters within a fairly narrow set of 
assumptions and parameters. Importantly, the qualitative claims suggest that pro-oil 
orientated Postmedia, which constitutes more than 70% of the entire media sample, 
interpolates the Canadian public as petrol subjects with Christian nationalist undertones.  
Chapter six, “Pastoral care in the oil sands,” consists of one-on-one interviews with two 
pastors at a conservative evangelical church in Fort McMurray. Both leaders are 
transplants to the region and each describe how God has led them to serve workers in 
the Canadian oil patch. They attest to the unique social impacts of the fossil economy, 
whilst at the same time understanding that God’s plan for the town is beyond what 
detractors see on the surface. A divide exists between the two on the reality of 
anthropogenic climate change. One argues that the climate has always been changing, 
and that even if carbon emissions play a role in shaping the temperature of the earth it is 
not on a scale that could interfere with longer and natural cycles. The other is less 
certain, caught in tension between the social norms and beliefs of the extractive region 
and his own beliefs and knowledge of science.  
Chapter seven, “Out of Egypt,” introduces voices outside of the Christian perspective, 
underneath the banner of a community organized interfaith group in the B.C. Southern 
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Interior. An outlier both geographically and ontologically, the group is included in the 
study on the basis of several novel and compelling perspectives not otherwise evident in 
the other groups. One participant, a former high-ranking environmental consultant on the 
now defunct Mackenzie Valley Pipeline, shares how faith informed his experience on the 
fossil fuel mega project as well as his own transition from a Christian upbringing to living 
in a Hindu ashram. The group speaks to the commonalities amongst faith perspectives. 
They also offer thoughts on what they believe faith can, and cannot, do when it comes to 
climate change, energy futures, and ecological crisis. 
Chapter eight, “Creationist. Evolutionist.,” is a focus group conversation with five creation 
science advocates organized through a mega church congregation in the B.C. Lower 
Mainland. Committed conservative evangelicals, they believe that the theory of evolution 
is false and that the biblical account of creation in the book of Genesis is correct – 
suggesting an earth age of 6000 years at the youngest to 100,000 years in age at the 
farthest end of the temporal spectrum. Fossil fuels are an important subject to the group 
because of assumptions about the origins of the fuels themselves. Beyond the science, 
the group articulates many far-right conservative positions about energy, identity, and 
Canadian Judeo-Christian heritage. Most argue that God has uniquely blessed Canada 
with abundant resources in order to be a blessing to the world through economic and 
resource prosperity. There is tension in the group, however, over the reality of 
anthropogenic climate change with some believing it to be a hoax and others arguing it 
is caused by the burning of hydrocarbons, and that Canada ought to transition away 
from carbon intensive fuels. The group offers a novel set of insights on the broader 
political networks of conservative Christian faith and Christian nationalism, in particular 
the Yellow Vest movement and anti-Muslim sentiments, as well as the fault lines of belief 
amongst these networks and those who challenge these affiliations from within.  
Chapter nine, “God Stopped a Tsunami,” is a focus group conversation with six 
Pentecostal believers in the B.C. Fraser Valley. All millennials, this group describes the 
tensions and challenges of having progressive environmental views amidst a 
conservative faith community. They talk about how they try to be good environmental 
stewards through their day-to-day actions and consumer choices but also admit that they 
struggle with what to think about fossil fuels in relation to climate change. Firmly on the 
side of a Christian justice ethic, they attest that climate change will affect the poor the 
most and therefore as believers they need to advocate against the harm that the climate 
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crisis brings. How to do this, however, is difficult for them to navigate in terms of politics. 
With Christ at the centre of their lives, they believe that God can surmount any challenge 
if people have enough faith.  
Chapter ten, “A dying planet, a dying faith,” is a focus group conversation with eight 
Christians from a mainline protestant tradition on Vancouver Island, B.C. The 
congregation sits at the terminus of the Trans Mountain Pipeline via ocean tanker routes. 
They are active in anti-pipeline politics, and several members have made treks to 
Northern Alberta to witness the scale of Canadian oil sands operations. They discuss the 
role of progressive Christian faith in the modern world and argue that fossil fuel use and 
climate change are important justice issues for followers of Christ. At times they express 
defeat that their cause is not championed with greater fervor within the broad umbrella of 
Canadian Christian faith, but they nevertheless find resolution in their call to serve Christ 
regardless of the outcome. An existential anxiety hangs over the group as they belong to 
a tradition that is rapidly losing members, and they are unsure if their denomination will 
survive to the next generation. This invites parallels between their thinking about the end 
of their faith and the end of the world. 
Chapter eleven, “Petrol’s Wager,” is a focus group conversation with five members and a 
pastor of a large Pentecostal congregation in Fort McMurray. The title of the chapter is 
derived from an observation about how disbelief in climate change is mediated through 
the language and metaphors of born again faith so as to render climate skepticism the 
more Godly approach – a sort of hydrocarbon version of Pascal’s Wager in the battle 
against secular humanism. In exploring this idea, the chapter draws upon Slavoj Zizek’s 
idea of the cynical mask and contemporary readings on Max Weber’s articulation of the 
spirit of capitalism. The group discusses how the fossil economy has reshaped their 
region in important and meaningful ways and how they believe that it is God’s passion to 
develop the oil sands. In doing so, they express that the industry does a good job in 
caring for the earth and that God has given humankind raw materials and the intellect in 
order to exploit them for the betterment of all. Generative tensions emerge over what it 
means to care for the environment and whether or not climate change is actually 
occurring. Importantly, “the media” plays a significant role in how these believers 
understand their relationship to the oil patch. As such, there is a vast spectrum of 
opinion and perspectives ranging from Agenda 21 conspiracy theories about a coming 
one-world government under the guise of climate change regulation, to cautious belief in 
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climate science and the need to take carbon regulation seriously. “I’m not an expert, 
but…” is a common refrain in the discussion with the majority of the group choosing to 
err on the side of climate skepticism over climate belief. Affective epistemologies based 
on direct experience working in the industry informs their perspectives in such a way that 
it is difficult, if not impossible, to contemplate the oil sands through any other lens but 
what they see before their eyes.  
Chapter twelve, “Arrested at the gates,” consists of two one-on-one interviews with a 
mainline protestant priest and a mainline protestant churchgoer who were both arrested 
at the gates of the Kinder Morgan tank farm in Burnaby, B.C. Together, their 
perspectives are unique in the study because of their involvement in direct-action 
political protest and personal attestations that their belief in God compelled them to do 
so. Several key themes emerge in the chapter around issues of language, relationship, 
reconciliation, and what they describe as competing ontologies of Christ and the 
Canadian energy industry. Each tells how metaphors, both living and spiritual, inform 
their understandings of fossil fuels. In particular, they suggest that a justice-informed 
faith necessarily aligns with opposition to hydrocarbon extraction. Through a discussion 
of Timothy Morton’s concept of “ontological u-bend” (how the idea of away enforces the 
boundaries of worlds), the chapter navigates the varied expressions of postmodern 
consumption that the interviewees describe. As such, generative tensions emerge 
around how to ethically navigate the complexities of capitalism and climate change in a 
context where many of the processes of production appear distant and diffuse.  
The “Conclusion” offers perspectives on the entire work and poses important questions 
and directives for future research. In doing so, it introduces two final media examples, 
and a tri-part schema to consider the interview through lines, as a way to explore the 
primary themes of the thesis and to situate how the study contributes to a greater 
understanding of the intersections between faith, energy, and environmental 
communication. Importantly, the chapter argues that current understandings of religious 
belief and environmental communication are deficient in approaches that consider lived 
religious experience and petroculture. On this point, Energy Humanities is identified as 
an important lens through which to explore the environmental limits, and possibilities, of 
faith. The chapter also identifies the need for a more broad media analysis (especially 
social media) to further investigate spaces where conversations around faith and fuel 
take place. Closing out the chapter are extended reflections on the many voices that did 
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not appear in the project (either declined interviews or interviews that did not make it into 
the final draft) and how these missing voices nevertheless inform the work and also point 
toward new research directions.  
 
22 
Chapter 2. Literature review 
 
As a colleague is fond of observing, it is important that you help your elderly 
neighbour across the street when you’re both standing on the corner. Doing so 
cultivates inner decency and community connection. Just don’t think that your 
good deed will solve the pension crisis (Maniates, 2017: 2). 
2.1. Environmental Communication  
Phaedra Pezzullo and Robert Cox define the field of environmental communication as 
“the pragmatic and constitutive modes of expression – the naming, shaping, orientating, 
and negotiating – of our ecological relationships in the world, including those with 
nonhuman systems, elements, and species” (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018: 26). These 
relationships encompass how we engage with our earthly surroundings and what it 
means to care for the environment. These contested understandings prescribe the 
boundaries of our individual and collective responses and engagement to things like 
climate change, resource extraction, and environmental crisis (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018: 
13). Cox also makes the case to define the field as a “crisis discipline” (Pezzullo & Cox, 
2018: 16; Cox, 2007), further shaping scholarly practices and professional approaches 
to match the urgency of the ecological moment. Cox and Pezzullo write: “We embrace a 
crisis discipline frame for environmental communication as a field – and practice – 
dedicated to addressing some of the greatest challenges of our times, but a frame that 
also foregrounds the ethical implications of this orientation” (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018: 16). 
This crisis orientation enables scholars not only to reflect upon the phenomena they 
consider but also to engage in a praxis of ecological concern. As such, the discipline 
incorporates the necessary political and ethical realities of engaging with eco discourses. 
It presumes that to discuss the environment is to necessarily discuss questions of 
power, justice, patriarchy, and colonization etc., as well as to practice communicative 
forms of persuasion and outreach. 
In addressing the pragmatic and constitutive, the field casts a wide net across 
psychology, philosophy, sociology, political science, cultural & audience studies, 
communications, and other genres that take up ecological concern, environmental 
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behavior, and media methods as their topic of focus. Primary thematics within the 
tradition include the study of social norms, news discourse analysis, framing, values, and 
the social construction and representation of environmental action, as well as practices 
of individual and collective change-orientated communication. These themes will be 
explored in greater detail in order to create a more robust picture of the discipline and 
how it relates to questions of fossil fuels and faith. 
A good place to begin is with a more detailed overview of key issues in the field. 
We start with the work of environmental communication scholar Shane Gunster, who in 
“Engaging Climate Communication” (2017) offers a comprehensive review of the 
boundaries, debates, and tensions within the discipline. In the work, he also presents a 
novel argument for a reconsidered set of journalistic practices for impactful climate 
communication. Gunster configures his assessment by outlining a common assumption 
that underlies much of the news media and civil society communications around the 
ecological crisis, what scholars call the information-deficit model (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018; 
Norgaard, 2011). In its most basic form, information-deficit is a paradigm of 
communication that insists the primary barrier to meaningful environmental engagement 
is a lack of information (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018; Gunster, 2017). This approach suggests 
that if audiences and publics only had the appropriate knowledge regarding things like 
climate change, carbon emissions, or sustainable consumption, that they would adjust 
their behaviors accordingly and make better eco choices, trickling up to broader and 
more impactful eco social transformations. Gunster identifies three key themes of this 
dominant paradigm: a rational utility maximizing subject; a view of social change that 
suggests the sum of individual choices can lead to positive and meaningful upstream 
and collective environmental impacts; and a communicative tautology wherein 
assumptions about lack of information justify even more information when change does 
not occur (Gunster, 2017).  
In building the taxonomy this way, Gunster also identifies the scholarship around 
the concept of climate change as a wicked problem. As a complex multivalent 
conundrum without agreed upon causes, culpability, responsibility, central authority, or 
solutions, climate change exposes the limits of human psychology, cultures, and 
institutions to adapt to the changing world of weather (Marshall, 2014; Levin, Cashore, 
Bernstein, & Auld, 2012; Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole, & Whitmarsh, 2007). Additionally, 
Levin et al (2012) argue that the added element of temporality, and in particular the 
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requirement for humans to “constrain” their “future selves” (Levin et al., 2012: 135) 
presents challenges that are not only difficult to overcome, but even to formulate 
directives on what concise action might look like. As renowned evolutionary biologist and 
eco advocate E.O. Wilson argues, climate change is a consequence of a wicked and 
constraining mix of “Paleolithic emotions, medieval institutions, and Godlike technology” 
(cited in Harris, 2019: para. 1).2 In contrast to normative institutional and somewhat dire 
assessments around futurity and institutional capacity, George Marshall (2014) quips: 
“Do we find climate change hard to accept because it lies in the future, or have we 
chosen to place it in the future to make it hard to accept?” (Marshall, 2014: 96). Ever 
optimistic, Marshall contextualizes normative claims to climate change as a wicked 
problem by inviting broader considerations of discourse and narrative. Wicked problems 
– though certainly identifiable as uniquely challenging – might be just a story that is told 
to preserve business as usual social, economic, political, and environmental relations 
(Marshall, 2014).  
 Gunster focuses significantly on the work of scholars like Susanne Moser 
(2010), Anthony Leiserowitz (2013, 2011, 2010), Irene Lorenzoni (2007), and Connie 
Roser-Renouf (2015), to identify and define the info-deficit norm as well as to explore its 
limits and critiques. Importantly, these thinkers, and many others, highlight the 
importance of the context of information consumption, constraints upon choice, and the 
range of possible actions that a person can take based upon new knowledge(s). As 
such, these accounts are not a total repudiation of the importance of information, 
communication, or media reporting, but rather they attest that information alone is not 
the social and cultural elixir of change that many practitioners suggest, (or seem to 
suggest), through their messaging approaches.  
Gunster also identifies what he calls a “more radical explanation” (Gunster, 2017: 
50) for the resilience of information deficit approaches as suggested by scholars like 
Janette Webb (2012), Michael Maniates (2001), and Elizabeth Shove (2010). Such 
thinkers maintain that awareness and information-based modes of environmental 
communication, at least in part, serve to limit the public imagination about the 
possibilities of collective social change. In this configuration, awareness, information, 
and personal choice campaigns act as ideological cover for industry and polluters who 
                                                
2 Despite such a sobering account, Wilson nevertheless sees opportunity in the human ability to adapt to adverse 
environmental signals, including climate change (Wilson, 2012). 
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seek to limit corporate accountability and redirect responsibility for the eco crisis onto the 
individual.  
More urgent perhaps, Gunster also argues that normative journalism and 
communication practices miss important social, cultural, and political opportunities by 
adhering to a limited set of norms and conventions, in particular claims to objectivity, 
balance, and how and what communicators assume of the audience: who they are, what 
they believe, and what their information needs are. For example, he notes how polling 
on climate change tends to divide publics into two opposing believing and skeptical 
camps, which in the context of info-deficit encourages strategies to address non-
believers as opposed to mobilizing those who do believe. He writes: “This logic neglects 
those who are actually the most promising constituencies for climate journalism” 
(Gunster, 2017: 55). Going back to diverse audience needs, Gunster looks to the Global 
Warming’s Six Americas study (2020, 2017), an expansive and multi-year social survey 
on US climate change opinions produced by Yale University. The study divides America 
into six publics based upon views and beliefs on global warming: alarmed, concerned, 
cautious, disengaged, doubtful, and dismissive. Each of the six publics – or six Americas 
– have unique demographic traits as well as differentiated media consumption habits 
and preferences. In 2017, the alarmed and concerned constituted 17% and 28% of the 
United States respectively, or 45% of the population (Gunster, 2017). Today, these 
numbers have grown even higher to 26% and 28%, now a majority of the American 
population, a combined 54% (Climatecommunication.yale.edu, 2020). These two 
segments believe in climate change, accept consensus science, and actively consume 
media about global warming. Importantly, and unlike other segments on the spectrum, 
their information needs are more generally related to action, motivation, and urgency, as 
opposed to facts and proof of climate disruption. The alarmed “do not know what they or 
others can do to solve the problem” and the concerned “tend to believe that climate 
impacts are still distant in time and space,” the most recent rendition of the study says 
(Climatecommunication.yale.edu, 2020). With the majority of the American population 
now firmly on the side of climate change belief, Gunster argues the most efficient and 
economical use of communicative resources ought to be directed at those who are most 
likely to cross the threshold from values to action, including political action, as opposed 
to moving skeptics along the spectrum. He writes: 
The simple fact is that these four segments [cautious, disengaged, doubtful, and 
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dismissive] pay little attention to news about climate change and, when they do, 
they have a strong disposition to dismiss information that clashes with their 
existing views (Gunster, 2017: 55).   
It is important to note that Gunster’s view does not explore in detail the significant shifts 
between points along the global warming belief spectrum identified in the Six Americas 
study. In this regard, cultivation theory offers relevant insights as do broader 
communication theories related to media, ideology, and public opinion. Briefly, cultivation 
theory posits that as ideas, discourses, and narratives are circulated over time they have 
a cumulative impact on audiences (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018; Laughey, 2010). Likewise, 
newsroom practices such as framing and agenda setting are key ways that news media 
either through editorial practices, ownership structures, or algorithmic design, establish 
and move goalposts of public discussion on issues, including climate change (Entman, 
2007; McChesney, 2000; DeLuca, 1999; Entman, 1993; Herman & Chomsky, 1988; 
Goffman, 1974). That said, Gunster does offer an intriguing critique of framing and 
polling as it relates to media coverage of climate politics. He, and the others he 
identifies, argue that there is a paucity of news media coverage that proactively 
considers the generative possibility of political engagement (Gunster, 2017; Cross, 
Gunster, Piotrowski, & Daub, 2015; Hart & Feldman, 2014; Carvalho, 2010). Gunster 
argues that news coverage that primarily positions politics as solely an arena of elite 
conflict and mistrust primes audiences with negative impressions of civic life, potentially 
limiting public commitments to political solutions (Gunster, 2017; Gunster, 2012). He 
writes:  
While the bulk of scholarly analysis in this area has focused upon how the 
science of climate change has been framed, there is an increasing awareness 
that the question of how climate politics is framed may actually have greater 
impacts upon levels of civic engagement (Gunster, 2017: 59). 
The role of framing is important on this matter to Gunster. He argues that at times many 
environmental communication scholars – and in particular a study co-authored by 
leading thinkers Saffron O’Neill and Max Boykoff (O’Neill, Williams, Kurz, Wiersma, & 
Boykoff, 2015) – do not apply framing theory to news discourse with appropriate fidelity. 
In their 2015 account of IPCC news coverage for example, he suggests that O’Neill et al 
engage in a limited categorization of climate politics, one that does not account for the 
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vast diversity and nuances in the way that audiences conceive of public debate and 
conflict. He writes:  
No allowance was made for the crucial difference between a frame which defines 
politics largely as an elite enterprise and one which adopts a more radical, 
participatory vision of politics as a process of citizen engagement and activism 
(Gunster, 2017: 61). 
For Gunster, environmental communication scholarship that does not reflect the diverse 
nature of political response mischaracterizes, and therefore underestimates, this 
important aspect of climate engagement. As such, the political conflict frame is 
potentially a powerful tool in motivating pro-social eco behaviours and attitudes, but only 
as much as it is framed in generative terms. If audiences are interpolated as passive 
subjects for whom politics is performed upon, as opposed to rising from, more cynical 
understandings of politics are likely to emerge (Gunster, 2017; Cross et al., 2015; Hart & 
Feldman, 2014). In this way, the production of awareness and understanding is not 
nearly as impactful as the production of cynicism and its opposite, possibility. In other 
work, Gunster points toward more recent arguments around the political potential of 
populist responses to climate change and ecological crisis (Gunster et al., 2021; 
Neubauer & Gunster, 2019). All this taken into account, the conclusion Gunster asserts 
offers a praxis-oriented perspective that challenges fundamental assumptions about 
audience information needs, journalistic practices, and long established understandings 
of what environmental communication ought to do. 
2.1.1. Cynicism, values, norms, and the belief in politics  
Scholars like Sarah Brown (2015) Sarah Banet-Weiser (2012), and Michael Maniates 
(2001), argue that individualistic values and lifestyle choice are connected to a broader 
ideological and discursive project that identifies the market as the ideal site for solutions 
to social, political, and environmental problems. In the more radical critiques that 
Gunster (2017) identifies, these actions are pitted in opposition to more collective and 
structural concerns that presuppose the need for collective response to the collective 
problem of climate change. Importantly then, a significant undercurrent of the critique of 
the info-deficit paradigm is not only that it has proven ineffective in its cultural 
ascendancy over the past three decades, but also its enmeshment within economic 
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growth and neoliberal oriented politics (Banet-Weiser, 2012: Maniates, 2001). 
While information is very important in making lifestyle and political decisions 
about climate change it is not the only variable that individuals and groups encounter 
when making decisions. For example, a lack of faith in government, political cynicism, 
financial constraints, fears of free riders, habits (Lorenzoni et al., 2007), and what 
Gunster calls a “systemic lack of enabling infrastructure” (Gunster, 2017: 51) to name a 
few, are all things that are not accounted for in the more simplistic appeals of an info-
deficit paradigm. “The most powerful barriers to engagement” Gunster writes “are likely 
to be impervious to the effect of more and better information about climate change” 
(Gunster, 2017: 51). As such, Gunster and others challenge assumptions of the efficacy 
of information alone, arguing that information is only as helpful and directive as the 
context and cultures of its consumption (Marshall, 2014; Whitmarsh, O’Neill, & 
Lorenzoni, 2013; Norgaard, 2011; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Owens, 2000). 
What is interesting about the information deficit paradigm is the resiliency of its 
fundamental claims in the face of an exponentially increasing climate crisis and the 
significant evidence of the efficacy of alternative approaches. Gunster also suggests the 
endurance of this form is rooted in the social, political, and cultural grip of neoliberalism. 
As Naomi Klein notes, one of the tragedies of climate change is that it has arrived at a 
time when belief in collective solutions is at an all time low (Klein, 2019). Gunster and 
others argue that as a dominant economic, social, and cultural form it has eroded away 
societal beliefs’ and views about collective politics, a way of thinking Mark Fisher coined 
“capitalist realism” (Aschoff, 2015; Brown, 2015; Dean, 2012; Berardi, 2012; Fisher, 
2009). As such, Gunster makes the case that the communicative struggle facing 
practitioners, researchers, scientists, scholars, and activists alike is not only the rapidly 
degrading biosphere and environment, but also the belief that another outcome is 
possible. Accordingly, Gunster argues that the aim of climate communication ought to be 
the resuscitation of the belief in politics and collective agency. Importantly then, faith in 
democratic political efficacy is articulated as an essential front in the battle against global 
warming.  
This fundamental (re)definition of climate crisis as communicative and 
democratic in nature (rather than simply ecological) should inform the vision, 
ethics, objectives, and practices of climate journalism, and reorient it in favour of 
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a ‘facilitative’ and especially ‘radical’ role (Gunster, 2017: 53). 
Gunster comes to this assessment based upon a more robust and complex reading of 
how people engage with information than info-deficit approaches allow. Therefore, the 
underlying theme of the work is the equation of environmental communication and 
democracy. To this end, Gunster identifies a four-part schema to address the limits of 
contemporary eco communication approaches: prioritize audiences; employ climate 
justice frames more often; activate pro social and non-hierarchical values; and “cultivate 
norms of civic engagement” (Gunster, 2017: 53). Together, these four identify the limits 
of contemporary journalistic and communicative forms, but also identify key nuances and 
social fissures where a more dedicated and rearticulated sensibility around the norms of 
reporting and communication can better address the slow-moving catastrophe of our 
times.  
Environmental scholars have identified social norms as a significant determinant 
of eco behavior (Fang, 2020; Pezzullo & Cox, 2018; Common Cause Foundation, 2016; 
Marshall, 2014; Griskevicius, Cialdini, & Goldstein, 2008; Goldstein, Cialdini, & 
Griskevicius, 2008; Cialdini, Demaine, Sagarin, Barrett, Rhoads, & Winter, 2007). 
Descriptive social norms in particular are powerful messages about what other people 
do and believe (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018; Marshall, 2014). Perhaps the most popular 
example of a descriptive social norm is in the Hans Christian Anderson story The 
Emperor’s New Clothes, where, with the exception of a lone member of the crowd, the 
king, his inner circle, and his subjects, all act as if the regent is clothed out of fear of 
breaking the social norm (Marshall, 2014). As George Marshall notes, the power of the 
tale is its portrayal of how far individuals and groups will go in order to remain faithful to 
the opinions of others (Marshall, 2014). From another perspective, filmmaker Adam 
Curtis uses the term “Hypernormalisation” to describe failing mass social systems, like 
communism in the USSR and neoliberalism in the West. For Curtis, the similarity of 
these two political forms is that they endure(d) through the very same process that 
Anderson describes in his child’s tale (Curtis, 2016).  
If we consider one of the powers of ideology as the ability to tell stories and 
establish narratives about what other people think, we begin to see how narratives about 
others shape not only individual environmental actions, but broader civic and political 
behaviors. For example, the UK Common Cause Report, Perceptions Matter (2016), 
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produced some interesting findings regarding perceptions of others and voting. The 
study, which sampled populations in the United Kingdom found that people’s perceptions 
of others are incongruent with their own perceptions of themselves. Participants were 
asked if they considered themselves to be more selfish (egoistic) or compassionate 
(altruistic). The significant majority of respondents self identified as compassionate, 74% 
(Common Cause Foundation, 2016: 17). When the very same people were asked to 
consider whether or not other people were selfish or compassionate, the results were 
inverse (Common Cause Foundation, 2016: 21). The overall conclusion from the 
findings is that when citizens feel positively about their fellow compatriots, they tend to 
favour more generous and socially expansive governance, something many scholars 
argue is necessary to address climate change and energy transition. If they have 
negative sentiment toward their national kinfolk, the impulse is reversed. Such results 
give weight to the focus on climate politics that Gunster suggests. In addition to how they 
felt about policies, the study also showed those who believe their fellow citizens to be 
compassionate are also significantly more likely to engage in civil society (Common 
Cause Foundation, 2016: 21). As such, the study suggests the importance of how 
individuals perceive the values of others when it comes to collective social issues like 
climate change.  
When it comes to environmental communication, advocating for norms of political 
engagement opens up space for a reinvigorated collective politics. Formulated in this 
way, the fundamental challenge that environmental communicators face is not ignorance 
or information-deficit, but political cynicism. In many ways, Gunster’s schema is a direct 
communicative challenge to this, holding out the possibility that as much as 
communication can be part of the problem there is still much generative ability to track a 
different course. He argues that justice frames are particularly important because they 
emphasize and prime highly motivating egalitarian and altruistic values that address 
some of the temporal challenges of climate change as a wicked problem. It allows for 
potential climate allies to act despite cognitive barriers associated with diffuse 
temporalities and experiences of climate, especially for the “concerned” group identified 
in the Six Americas study (Roser-Renouf, Stenhouse, Rolfe-Redding, Maibach, & 
Leiserowitz, 2015; Levin et al., 2012). Importantly, such frames challenge egoistical, 
hierarchical values, and appeals to self-interest which counter the social attitudes 
associated with pro environmental behaviours and beliefs (Roser-renouf et al., 2015; 
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Schwartz, 2012; Corner & Randall, 2011; Steg & Vlek, 2009). For, as studies suggest, 
egalitarian values are the most important factor in caring for the environment (Pezzullo & 
Cox, 2018; Schwartz, 2012; Corner & Randall, 2011; Steg & Vlek, 2009).  
Meanwhile, the limits Gunster identifies with contemporary news media practices 
presents opportunities to consider environmental communication in different ways. As 
such, his approach to environmental messaging itself goes significantly beyond the more 
limited understanding of knowledge gaps to be solved by yet more knowledge. He 
instead focuses on how to traverse the value-action gaps, or “attitude-behaviour” gaps, 
that many environmental communication scholars identify (Fang, 2020; Blake, 1999) 
with a focus on communication that nudges audiences from belief to engagement, as 
opposed to from skepticism to belief. As such he argues for a reorientation of eco 
communication around the idea of democracy itself and the motivating elements of 
justice frames and altruistic values. It is in these latter aspirations that most questions of 
religion enter the discussion of environmental communication.  
2.1.2. Religion and environmental communication 
In WorldWatch Institute’s State of the World Report 2013 report, Erik Assadourian 
argues that environmentalists could gain tactical insights from faith groups. Specifically, 
Assadourian looked at Mormonism in America and its focus on community and social 
outreach as missionary strategies. He added the claim by theologian Martin Palmer: 
“Environmentalists have stolen fear, guilt and sin from religion, but they have left behind 
celebration, hope and redemption” (Assadourian, 2013: 295-296). Applicable to this 
discussion is Palmer’s insistence on the lack of redemptive qualities in the contemporary 
environmental story and how religious discourse is invoked to inform questions of things 
like motivation, accountability, hypocrisy, guilt, agency etc. While a significant amount of 
environmental messaging is focused on inspiring engagement and behaviour change, 
only recently has scholarly energy been directed to how religion might inform different 
approaches to the question.  
When invoked, religion, faith, and spirituality are often used as metaphors for and 
against climate change action. Many proponents of urgent climate change measures 
express the need for an invigorated re-assessment with excessive rational approaches 
to the nonhuman and social world (Klein, 2019; Ghosh, 2017; LaDuke, 2016; Marshall, 
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2014; Hamilton, 2010; Rees, 2009; Speth, 2008; Shiva, 2007; Alfred, 2005; McKibben, 
2001). Such critiques are epitomized by challenging the instrumentality of laissez faire 
economics, economic growth, extreme energy extraction, consumerism, and 
environmentally devastating practices like clear-cut logging and global mono cropping, 
all said to be done, in part, as a result of a distorted social commitment to economic 
reason. For example, Gustave Speth writes:  
I used to think that top global environmental problems were biodiversity loss, 
ecosystem collapse, and climate change. I thought that with 30 years of good 
science we could address these problems, but I was wrong. The top 
environmental problems are selfishness, greed, and apathy, and to deal with 
these we need a spiritual and cultural transformation. And we scientists don’t 
know how to do that (Speth in North Carolina Interfaith Power and Light, 2017). 
In a similar vein, Amitav Ghosh writes in The Great Derangement (2017): “It is 
impossible to see any way out of this crisis without an acceptance of limits and 
limitations, and this in turn, is, I think, intimately related to the idea of the sacred, 
however one may wish to conceive of it” (Ghosh, 2017: 160-161). In as much as Ghosh 
suggests a spiritual transformation from derangement to enchantment, there are 
underlying social imperatives to this line of thinking. The sacred values to which Ghosh 
and Speth allude are those that are said to motivate individuals and groups beyond mere 
self-interest and market logics. Sacred values include things like care for children, 
protection of pristine places, or beliefs about certain types of punishments being morally 
reprehensible (Marshall, 2014; Meyer & Maniates, 2010). These are sets of beliefs that 
do not require explanation or rigorous public defense (Marshall, 2014). Scholars and 
thinkers like George Marshall and Anna Peterson have argued that sacred values may 
be one of the most powerful tools in the communicative toolbox. In Ordinary and 
Extraordinary Sacrifices, (2010), Anna Peterson writes:  
I started with religion as one of the most important realms of human action in 
which sacrifice is acceptable, meaningful, and even desirable. Religion not only 
serves as a model in this way but also holds the potential to inspire and sustain 
specifically environmental sacrifices in contemporary American culture (Peterson, 
2010: 111). 
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Peterson argues that the notion of sacrifice is particularly compelling when it comes to 
discourses that suggest the need for mass consumptive constriction in order to address 
climate change and fossil fuel drawdown. Rather than shy away from messages of lack, 
Peterson argues that stories of collective sacrifice offer meaning in ways that other 
appeals cannot. Likewise, George Marshall writes:  
Finally we could learn to find ways to address the feelings of blame and guilt that 
lead people to ignore or deny the issue, by enabling people to admit their failings, 
to be forgiven, and to aim higher. By concentrating on universal and non-
negotiable ‘sacred values,’ we could sidestep the arid cost-benefit calculations 
which encourage us to pass the costs onto future generations (Marshall, 2014: 
225) 
Here, Marshall reasserts much of what Peterson and others observe, adding that at the 
level of discourse, sacred values offer up a counter hegemonic frame. How to sustain 
such a broad and collective message is of course up to debate. No doubt some of the 
appeal of looking to faith is precisely because of the vast social networks of religious life 
and how faiths are able to bind and maintain social groups across generations (Ghosh, 
2017; Taylor, 2015; Marshall, 2014). Along these lines, eco and religious scholar Bron 
Taylor writes: “Religions may not be coming to the rescue, as yet. But some of them may 
eventually prove malleable enough to contribute to the individual and collective changes 
that are needed if this decline can be mitigated and creative adaptation to it intensified” 
(Taylor, 2015: 16). Though somewhat skeptical of a mass eco-revolution in the halls of 
the globe’s largest faiths, Taylor nevertheless holds out the possibility of a transformative 
eco-engagement along the lines of other mass historical turns and divergences in the 
landscape of organized religion.  
2.1.3. Contested meanings of climate religion  
Popular critics and pundits on the other hand, like the widely syndicated Murdoch press 
climate doubters Andrew Bolt and James Delingpole, as well as Postmedia’s Peter 
Foster and Rex Murphy closer to home in Canada, often assert an irrational and 
religious subjectivity amongst climate change advocates (Gunster, Fleet, Paterson, & 
Saurette, 2018a; Gunster, Fleet, Paterson, & Saurette, 2018b). Perhaps the most 
striking example of this position is a 9-minute Sky News segment in 2019 by Murdoch 
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press conservative pundit, Andrew Bolt, titled “Global warming is a religion, not a 
science” (Bolt, 2019).3 In the video op-ed Bolt describes the young climate change 
activist Greta Thunberg as a medieval archetype of the holy fool. After a short montage 
of Extinction Rebellion protestors engaged with police in London, he states: 
Utterly insane. There is not even the slightest evidence that humans are going to 
be wiped out in twenty years, or in 200 years for that matter. This is not science 
talking. It’s just, you know, that old religious cry of ‘Repent! For the end of the 
world is nigh’ (Bolt, 2019a). 
In another video post Bolt describes those who follow Thunberg as captured by 
“collective hysteria” (Bolt, 2019b). This is a frequent perspective in Bolt’s climate 
commentary. In a 2019 column he wrote: “Thunberg’s disorders help to explain her near-
mystical air of certainty, but also why she’s a false prophet” (Meade, 2020; Bolt, 2019c). 
The influence and reach of such voices plays a significant role in establishing broader 
narratives that discursively challenge action on climate change (Gunster et al., 2018a; 
Gunster et al., 2018b). In Canada, in an op-ed titled “The High Church of Global 
Warming” (Murphy, 2015), Murphy demonstrates another mode of this religious 
language. In describing the COP 21 deliberations in Paris, he writes:  
The modern monks have resources the early theologians could not even dream 
of – they have computer models that dance in the direction wished on them. And 
when what they deliciously refer to as the “settled science” does not serve their 
needs, they have always about them the ancient texts of Earth in the Balance by 
Reverend Al Gore, or the early press releases of the Dun Scotus of Global 
Warming, Cardinal Emeritus George Monbiot (Murphy, 2015). 
The point here is that whether it is progressive climate activists, environmental scholars, 
devout social gospel Christians, or even green evangelicals, these voices are not the 
only public and political actors who look to faith to give meaning and language to their 
political views. What a quick survey of the varied ways in which faith is talked about in 
the terrain of climate politics reveals a contested landscape over how, and what, faith 
means. It also offers key insights to how belief in general can mobilize publics and 
                                                
3 Former US presidential candidate, Ted Cruz (R), made similar public proclamations in his bid for the White House in 
2016. See: “Global warming a religion, not science: Ted Cruz.” Available: https://www.cnbc.com/video/2016/04/15/global-
warming-a-religion-not-science-ted-cruz.html 
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individuals toward a variety of political trajectories. If one were to venture a general 
schema in regards to how faith is invoked to talk about climate change, it might look 
something like this: 
A) Religion = problem 
1) Religion is irrational and therefore unpredictable and not a legitimate form of 
knowledge. Climate Change, if it is happening, requires sober assessment of 
evidence and faith cannot provide this.  
2) Religion, and in particular Christianity, is not helpful because it provides a 
moral and philosophical cover for human exceptionalism, anthropomorphism, 
environmental domination, capitalism etc. 
 
B) Religion = answer 
1) Faith offers a set of confessional and constructive beliefs that provide insight 
into how to think about climate change through necessary environmental ethical 
and moral frames.                                                                                                     
2) Faith as a sociological and organizing tool offers examples of how to 
communicate and build communities of care outside of the dominant narratives of 
capitalism, consumerism, and individualism. 
This schema parallels other characterizations of these tensions by eco religious scholars  
Hannah Fair (2018) and Randolph Haluza-Delay (2014), who position their assessments 
of religion and climate change in the context of a critique of the narrative of an 
irreconcilable disconnect between religion and science (science understood to mean the 
ultimate authority on climate change and religion positioned as anti-science). To this, 
Fair adds that the generative possibility of faith is in the power of storytelling and the 
ability to articulate multiple frames, especially ethical, moral, and justice ones. Invoking 
the Pacific Islander term “tufala save”, meaning “double knowledge,” she argues that 
religion in the context of multiple meanings offers unique openings to broaden and 
deepen engagement with climate change (Fair, 2018: 7). In practice, “double knowledge” 
refers to the co-mediation of faith and science, and the ability to embrace epistemologies 
and ontologies that are narratively constructed in particular contexts as in opposition 
(Fair, 2018; Kempf, 2017; Sheldon & Oreskes, 2017; Francisco, 2017; Haluza-Delay, 
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2014; Marshall, 2014). While these scholars agree that religious/scientific tensions are 
narratively cultivated, they nevertheless identify how particular expression of faith, 
mostly conservative Protestantism, tend toward anti-science subjectivities which they 
see as the fundamental building block of climate skepticism. In building their arguments 
in this way, they also make a claim to a type of enlightened faith, or a counter ‘true’ 
religion to challenge the so-called ‘true’ religion of the Religious Right.  
2.1.4. Science, floods, and limitations   
Nisbet, Hixon, Moore, & Nelson (2010) highlight religion and philosophy as particularly 
important to environmental communication in that they “ground a society’s discourse 
about what is good, what is right, and what is of value” (Nisbet et al., 2010: 329). 
However, as we are reminded by Jenkins et al., (2018), just because faith is an 
expression of human cultural forms, as is climate change, that does not necessarily 
mean that faith is helpful in addressing the ecological crisis. While scholars like Fair, 
Kempf, Haluza-Delay, and Sheldon and Oreskes are keen to resuscitate religion from 
what they perceive as a bad reputation in its association with powerful anti-science and 
climate skeptic forces, Jenkins et al., track a more middling path. In their perspective, 
faith is only as helpful as the pre-existing values and politics of its adherents. Popular 
religious scholar Reza Aslan (2015) makes a similar point when he argues that when it 
comes to politics, faith more often than not takes on the character of believers, not vice 
versa (Up Front, 2017; Aslan, 2015). Still, it is at times inviting to look to faith for 
metaphors, and examples of communicative practices that both bind and direct social 
behavior. In On Fire (2019), Naomi Klein makes a compelling observation: 
People of faith, particularly missionary faiths, believe deeply in something that a 
lot of secular people aren’t so sure about: that all human beings are capable of 
profound change. They remain convinced that the right combination of argument, 
emotion, and experience can lead to life-altering transformations. That, after all, 
is the essence of conversion (Klein, 2019: 147) 
As a co-author of the Leap Manifesto (leapmanifesto.org), Canada’s version of the 
Green New Deal, Klein has consistently referred to climate change as an ontological 
crisis, a crisis of being (Klein, 2019; Klein, 2014). Likewise, in their exploration of counter 
narratives to Canadian oil sands development, Matt Hern and Am Johal articulate the 
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need for “new traditions in the present” (Hern & Johal, 2018: 24), an appeal to more 
generative, non-economic, and even ontological ways to consider things like happiness, 
success, and wellbeing. We can also observe more basic logics of overlap between 
proselytizing Christian traditions and climate change communication. Take for example, 
the communicative architecture of Christian evangelism, the Parable of the Sower. It is 
found in the gospels of Mathew, Mark, and Luke in the New Testament: 
Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed.4 As he was scattering the seed, some 
fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5 Some fell on rocky places, 
where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was 
shallow. 6 But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they 
withered because they had no root.7 Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up 
and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. 8 Still other seed fell on 
good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, some multiplying thirty, some 
sixty, some a hundred times.” 9 Then Jesus said, ‘He who has ears to hear, let 
them hear’ (The Holy Bible, 1978: Mark 4: 3-9). 
This parable has two common interpretations: one, as an allegory to explain why some 
people believe and others do not; two, as a metaphor for proselytization (Graham, 2011; 
groupbiblestudy.com). In this latter form the schema for spreading the “Good News,” as 
the apostles refer to Christ, looks a lot like media cultivation theory: One person plants 
the seed. A second waters it. A third weeds and trims the sapling. A fourth harvests the 
fruit.  
It is interesting to compare this Biblical allegory to the following advice on how to 
attain “meaningful outcomes” in conversations about climate change from the Yale 
Program on Climate Change Communication: “Pick the right person. Listen and be 
patient. Know how to use the science. Be hopeful: avoid doom and gloom” (Mclean, 
2019). This observation points to one of the numerous ways in which Christian 
metaphors, imagery, and language permeate contemporary environmental rhetoric(s) 
(Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 2019; Turner, 2017; Landrum et al., 2016; Yergin, 2008; 
Taylor, 2008; Merchant, 1990; Leiss, 1972). As a communicative practice, modes of 
Christian proselytization and outreach offers communicative insights that some thinkers 
find hard to overlook. For example, in Don’t Even Think About It (2014) George Marshall 
argues that religion has a lot to teach when it comes to putting words into action, 
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traversing the perceived chasm between the head and the heart. He suggests faith also 
gives insights about how to socially organize, how to communicate, and how to consider 
the contexts in which information becomes actionable for populations. He writes: 
“Religions have found ways to build strong belief in some extremely uncertain and 
under-substantiated claims through the power of social proof and communicator trust” 
(Marshall, 2014: 216). Popular writer Jonathan Safran Foer argues an even stronger 
point when he suggests that the issue with climate change is not lack of knowledge, but 
lack of belief (Foer, 2019).  
Finally, Hannah Fair’s “Three stories of Noah: Navigating religious climate 
change narratives in the Pacific Island region” (2018) offers a compelling analysis of the 
entanglement of faith, communication, science, and climate change. She reviews 
several contested readings of the biblical flood myth in the South Pacific Islands, a 
geography that is immediately facing climate impacts, mapping the story’s pliability 
across a diverse ideological spectrum and set of community climate responses. Whilst 
acknowledging the ways that the Noah story can affirm disbelief in anthropogenic 
climate change (that it is God’s will), she nevertheless points to the generative possibility 
of the justice implications of the flood story. She writes:  
Both denial and doomsday interpretations can inhibit proactive responses to 
climate change. However, I argue that the problems lie not with religious belief 
but with how it is being analyzed and understood. I contend that these 
encounters with faith‐based climate change denial have led to a dismissal of the 
potential for religiously informed responses to climate change (Fair, 2018: 5). 
The overall aim of Fair’s work is to contest what she perceives as dominant 
understandings of religion as a problem when it comes to dealing with climate change 
(Fair, 2018). While the evidence she offers for the hegemony of such a claim is not 
entirely convincing – though it perhaps seems appropriate in her assessment of the 
religious context of the Pacific Islands – her work nevertheless is notable in its 
interrogation of contested spiritual meanings. Here there is a parallel to Gunster’s appeal 
to the power of justice frames to compel individuals and communities to action in ways 
that counter self-interest or market-based climate solutions, or even denial. She writes 
that faith is a potential “resource that can motivate preparatory actions or bolster 
framings of climate injustice” (Fair, 2018: 12). Fair argues that in the battle over 
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contested meanings, the justice frame embedded within the Noah story offers a powerful 
and opposing narrative to other readings built around doomsday, Armageddon, or anti-
science beliefs in the face of God’s divine plan. Articulated as dueling stories (and also 
dueling responses) of faith in the context of catastrophe, she points to evidence 
suggesting religious communities across the South Pacific are increasingly open to faith 
having a greater role in climate politics and understandings (Kempf, 2017; Rubow, 2009; 
Taylor, 1999). In doing so, Fair makes the case for a more generative possibility of 
religious mythologies and stories to motivate pro-environmental behavior and to give 
spiritual meaning to global warming action. Importantly, within this perspective is an 
implicit claim (or perhaps hope) about scalability. The appeal is understandable, and 
many scholars have identified religion and philosophy as important vehicles of moral and 
ethical frameworks for climate communication (Ghosh, 2017; Sheldon & Oreskes, 2017; 
Taylor, 2015; Francisco, 2017; Haluza-Delay, 2014; Nisbet et al., 2010). That said, one 
must also consider the contested realities of these narratives.  
2.2. Energy Humanities 
Direct experience of hydrocarbons is most often relegated to isolated and distant 
communities beyond major centres where fuel is extracted and processed through 
human and mechanical labour. Meanwhile, in urban geographies, understanding of fossil 
fuels is primarily through consumption. In these places hydrocarbons appear as 
completed products, at the gas pump, in the flick of a light switch, or in the familiar chime 
of a starting laptop, their social relations obscured through the commodity process, 
hidden from view (Barney, 2017; Szeman, 2014). As such, mediation and 
communication are fundamental to how we come to know about fossil fuels in Canada. 
The Energy Humanities field encompasses literature, film, art, academic 
scholarship, and aesthetic/cultural practices that address human/energy relations. Works 
in this field also include popular books, apocalyptical blockbuster films (cli-fi), activist 
poetry, and even projects like this one that address hydrocarbons and their relation to 
faith. The discipline emerges out of a knowledge gap in regards to the most ubiquitous 
life-giving and social material of our times, oil (Szeman, Beer, Cariou, Simpson, & 
Wilson, 2016; LeMenager, 2013). Scholars in this field forefront questions and 
provocations of how fossil fuels construct social realities. From this perspective, 
meaningful action on climate change and energy transition needs to account for the 
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politics, cultures, and imaginaries that petroleum produces (Carroll, 2020; Malm, 2016; 
Boyer & Szeman, 2014; Urry, 2014; Huber, 2013; LeMenager, 2013; Mitchell, 2011). As 
the After Oil research collective writes, our “values are fuelled by fossil fuels” and as 
such “transitioning from fossil fuels to other sources of energy will require more than new 
energy technologies” (Petrocultures Research Group, 2017: 10). 
The mass use of oil in the 20thC ushered in new expectations and realities of 
space and mobility (Szeman et al., 2017; Malm, 2016; Huber, 2013; Urry, 2013). Over 
the span of only a few generations, vast physical and economic distances could be 
traversed at speeds unknown in human history, and new social, labour, and architectural 
forms emerged at breakneck pace (Dochuk, 2019; Sandwell, 2016; Yergin, 2008). The 
resulting petroculture, (the idea that we live in a world that is materially, economically, 
and politically configured by fossil fuels), invites considerations of how carbon-based 
fuels shape the social imagination (Petrocultures Research Group, 2017; Szeman et al., 
2016). As such, the ubiquity of petroleum throughout the social and material world 
affirms the limits of thinking beyond petroculture without a reckoning with the 
hydrocarbons that make the social world possible. Yet, as energy scholars seek to make 
oil more visible through concepts like “energy literacy” (Gladwin, 2020a: 1) in the hope 
that such openings lead to new forms and expressions of post-oil cultures and values, so 
to do fossil fuel corporations and pro-energy groups seek to bring oil to the cultural 
surface. For example, recent industry advertisements and PR campaigns like “Energy 
Citizens,” “Miracle Molecule,” and “E=Life” (Energycitizens.ca, 2020; Bedard, 2019; 
McCurdy, 2018) assert how fossil fuels have created the modern world. Such pro-
industry voices present energy knowing as a type of fuel-based common sense, one 
that, whilst admitting the seriousness of environmental damage and climate change, 
nevertheless sees energy companies as leaders of the post-oil world. In this way, just as 
the ecological crisis is identified by scholars as a discursive struggle (Hajer, 1995), so 
too are fossil fuels and ideas of energy transition contests over narratives and storylines.  
2.2.1. Oil relations in the Anthropocene 
A fundamental way of analyzing energy in this field is as a social relation, a product of 
human labour (Moore, 2017; Malm, 2016; Urry, 2014). As such, how we come to know 
oil is a consequence of social, historical, and political configurations (Szeman et al., 
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2016; Wenzel, 2014). For Szeman, oil-knowing is both close and at a distance, through 
a series of mystifications, abstractions, and commodity chains. He writes: 
 
We do not see it as giving shape to the social life that it fuels. It is thus that we 
imagine that life as we know it can continue along in its absence or 
disappearance, simply through the introduction of new, alternative sources of 
energy (Szeman, 2013: 146). 
 
Accordingly, exploring the ways in which energy means is an opportunity to invite 
important questions regarding hydrocarbons and spirituality: How is faith mobilized in 
thinking about fossil fuels in Canada? How are faith movements accounted for within 
larger petro-national and anti-pipeline discourse coalitions? How do church members 
position themselves as subjects of, and in response to, industry narratives? What are the 
generative possibilities of faith to shape conversations toward energy transition, or 
inversely, energy impasse? In what ways does the physical geography of fossil fuel 
production overlap with spiritual geographies of faith in Western Canada? 
 
 The structuring role of energy offers unique insight to these provocations. 
Stephanie LeMenager (2014) describes the relationship between oil and North American 
modernity as “ultradeep” (LeMenager, 2014: 6). For her, reflections upon the common 
image of the coastal Californian oil platform symbolize the relationship between the 
extractive industry, its products, and American culture. She writes: “We experience 
ourselves, as moderns and most especially as modern Americans, every day in oil, living 
within oil, breathing it and registering it with our senses” (LeMenager, 2014: 6). 
Theorized in this way, the link between American modernity and fossil fuels has to do 
with the latter’s ability to power the collapse of both space and time through technologies 
and mechanization (Barney, 2017; Szeman et al., 2017; Huber, 2013; Urry, 2013). As 
such, things like mobility, mass media, urbanization, medical innovation, plastics, and 
telecommunications – all key tenets of modernity – constitute contemporary modern life 
as a “petromodernity” (Petrocultures Research Group, 2017; Szeman et al., 2016; Boyer 
& Szeman, 2014; Wenzel, 2014; LeMenager, 2013). In this way, oil is conceived of as a 
primordial extension, literally, of everything that ‘moderns’ see, think, feel, and breathe. 
Mathew Huber (2013) calls it “lifeblood” (Huber, 2013). With new fuel comes new social 
realities and cultural expectations, futures, and horizons. In this assessment oil is not 
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only a figurative freedom but a literal one (Huber, 2013). Or as John Urry (2013) writes, 
“The ‘American Century’ was not possible without oil” (Urry, 2013: 48). 
With these assumptions in mind, LeMenager argues that coming to terms with 
the consumptive geographies of oil, and transitioning beyond fossil fuels, means “We 
have to consider the consequences of loving sprawl” (LeMenager, 2014: 68). In saying 
this she posits the need for a conscious recognition of the hydrocarbons that are 
presumed to be culturally silent. In her assessment, any voluntary energy transition 
entails a collective reorientation of how ‘we’ have come to understand what many now 
call the good life (Hern and Johal, 2018). How such a reckoning or recognition is to 
occur, however, not only remains opaque in her work but it also invokes information-
deficit themes, which, as already explored, may not be as productive as implied. 
Moreover, the ‘we’ in this sentiment is not without its problems.  
As critics note, the ubiquitous ‘we’ of much eco rhetoric understates and 
disposes of very real class, gender, and racial dimensions of the climate crisis (Moore, 
2017; Bonneuil & Fressoz, 2016; Wilson, 2014). Specifically, Jason Moore (2017) sees 
these types of generalized accountability and experience narratives not only as part of 
the barrier to energy transition and action on climate change, but as a central tenet of 
the political and environmental rhetorics that surround the Anthropocene45 (Moore, 
2017). 
 The Anthropocene as a hegemonic concept is defined by the impact of human 
civilization as a geographic force upon the globe capable of shaping the planet to the 
same level and degree as tectonic plates, glaciers, and even intergalactic collisions 
(Moore, 2017; Bonneuil & Fressoz, 2016; Kolbert, 2014; Morton, 2013; Crutzen, 2006). 
In this rendition, mass extinctions, terraforming, and chemical transformations of the 
planet’s metabolic systems are the hallmark of all of humanity’s existence, the most 
significant of which is the high levels of carbon dioxide now in the atmosphere, a 
byproduct of fossil-fuel driven systems of provision (Klein, 2019; Bonneuil & Fressoz, 
2016; Kolbert, 2014). Hern and Johal describe how contested understandings of the 
Anthropocene idea link it to the industrial revolution, marked with Watt and the steam 
                                                
4 The discussion surrounding the Anthropocene is also relative to this work in that the term invites ontological reckoning 
and eschatological horizons. It names the end of a former world and the ushering in of a new one. It also implicates fossil 
fuels, colonization, and economic systems within processes of earthly transformation. 
5  Hern and Johal identify at least a dozens counter terms to the Anthropocene, including Erick Swyngedouw’s 
Oliganthropocene (2014) and Donna Haraway’s Chthulucene (2016), arguing that the de-politicized universalization of 
impact and responsibility of the human epoch is fundamentally a political act. For them, wholesale acceptance of a 
mythologized Anthropocene subsumes global warming to “technocratic solutions” (Hern & Johal, 2018: 60), only one of 
the many acts of erasure the term invites. 
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engine in the mid-18thC, or to the post World War Two era and the Great Acceleration, 
or even further back to the first agricultural societies, with each periodization inviting 
contested political interpretations (Hern & Johal, 2018). For Jason Moore, the 
Anthropocene entails two competing understandings of the ecological transformation of 
the planet: a scientific, or apolitical, Anthropocene; and a social one (Moore, 2020; 
Bonneuil & Fressoz, 2016). He argues the former refers to the biophysical and 
atmospheric changes on earth over the past 10,000 years (Moore, 2020); this is an 
empirical Anthropocene so-to-speak, characterized by – and discursively operating 
through – things like rising CO2 concentrations, mass species loss, and deforestation 
(Moore, 2020; Moore, 2017). The latter refers to an Anthropocene produced through 
unequal human relations and sources of power, carried through teleological narratives of 
progress and technological innovation. As such, it invites questions of accountability, 
causation, class, colonization, capital, and positionality.  
If we take the position that Anthropocene is structured and not simply a function 
of individual choice or ‘human nature’, then our relation to things like consumption, 
climate change, and energy need to look much more stark. ‘We’ do not love the 
shopping centre. ‘We’ do not love consumerism. ‘We’ do not love sprawl, as LeMenager 
suggests. Rather, our daily-lived realities are entangled within the social ordering of 
energy and the natural world by capitalism (Moore, 2017; Foster, Clark, & York, 2010). 
“It’s a trick as old as modernity,” writes Moore, “the rich and powerful create problems for 
all of us, then tell us we’re all to blame” (Moore, 2017: 599).  
What these scholars offer is a foregrounding of labour and power in how the 
Anthropocene and petromodernity are considered and experienced. As such, they 
challenge the assessments of a humanity marching tragically to its demise at the hands 
of their own collective material ignorance, hubris, or nature. For them the Anthropocene 
is not a fated flaw of human civilization but an orchestrated one (Moore, 2017; Bonneuil 
& Fressoz, 2016; Foster et al., 2010). This position offers a critical intervention for 
communication models that reinforce individual accountability and awareness as primary 
strategies premised upon information and knowledge gaps. Bonneuil and Fressoz write: 
“Our planet’s entry into the Anthropocene did not follow a frenetic modernism ignorant of 
the environment, but on the contrary, decades of reflection and concern as to the human 
degradation of our Earth” (Bonneuil & Fressoz, 2016: 76). They attest, as do others, that 
the history of climate change is the history of the production of ignorance and the “social 
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organization of denial” Norgaard, 2011: 4). As such, any reckoning with climate change, 
energy transition, and the ecological crisis must first and foremost address how it is that 
publics are directed toward inaction and how capital is implicated in the process.  
2.2.2. Fuel, faith, and civil religion 
Evangelicals in the Religious Right confused the United States Constitution with 
the Word of God and the oil industry with the Kingdom of God (Marshall, 2020: 
188). 
There are few scholars who explicitly explore the relationship between fossil fuels and 
faith. While there is a tradition of literature that investigates the link between Christian 
faith, resource exploitation, and the instrumentalization of nature, (Landrum et al., 2016; 
Merchant, 1980; Leiss, 1971; White, 1967), few scholars have moved from a more 
general analysis of nature to particular examinations of the networks of faith and industry 
that shape contemporary petroculture. In particular, there is scant literature that 
investigates the constellation of beliefs that link fossil fuels to Christian faith, nationalism, 
and politics. The work of two recent scholars, Darren Dochuk (2019) and K.L. Marshall 
(2020), are the leading voices on this spiritual, cultural, and material intersection. 
In his book, Anointed with Oil, historian Darren Dochuk describes the petrol 
economy in North America as a uniquely Christian endeavor. He writes of an industry 
engaged in a discursive and ideological struggle between the muddled social gospel 
ideals of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil in the American East, and the wildcat free 
market impulse of contemporary evangelicalism and fundamentalism embodied by 
Howard Pew’ Sun Oil and the Western oil fields of Texas, California and Western 
Canada. Particular to Alberta, he notes how the most significant capital infusion to 
develop the oil sands was sealed over a spirit-filled commitment between American oil 
tycoon and charismatic believer, Howard Pew, and Ernest Manning, the evangelical 
pastor and long serving premier of Alberta (Dochuk, 2019; Turner, 2017). Dochuk 
argues that while oil and Christianity are sometimes portrayed as opposing moral and 
philosophical endeavors – for example in the popular film There Will Be Blood (2007) 
where an aspiring wildcat oil prospector squares off against a born again pastor in the 
California desert over land and oil rights – in fact, the relationship between fossil capital 
45 
and Christian faith is markedly close. Crafting what he calls a “religious biography” of oil, 
Dochuk writes:  
As profoundly as these two absolutes – oil and religion – have shaped modern 
America and its ascendant moment, scholars and social commentators have 
tended to analyze them separately, as if they are organically discrete or naturally 
antagonistic toward each other…. Yet, in real life, their two spheres have rarely 
been held separate or in tension (Dochuk, 2019: 14). 
Pew and Manning each shared a deep conviction in the providential underpinnings of 
fossil fuels and their importance to American power, and by proxy, Christian dominance 
in a religiously competitive global oil game (Dochuk, 2019; Turner, 2017). Importantly for 
Manning, it was also identified as a way out of the poverty of rural farming life for scores 
of his fellow Albertans. Notably, famed American mega evangelist Billy Graham helped 
broker the deal between the two spirit-filled prospectors (Dochuk, 2019). “Pew’s ties to 
Billy Graham–style evangelicalism also factored in,” Dochuk writes of the deal between 
Sun Oil and the Alberta government (Dochuk, 2019: 417). He adds:  
In 1962, Manning published an essay in Graham’s Decision magazine that 
blended prophecy with a nod to the good work that politicians and petroleum 
leaders could do. ‘In recent years, Alberta has become known internationally as 
the great oil-producing province of Canada,’ he began his homily. ‘But every time 
I look at an oil well and see the pump going up and down … I say to myself, 
‘Some day that well will be pumped dry, but there is a cruse of oil that will never 
run dry – one that will flow on forever and ever’ (Dochuk, 2019: 417-418). 
Dochuk goes on to describe how Manning articulated oil as a metaphor for the fuel in the 
“lamp of God’s Word,” an energy source that would burn long after the petrol in the 
ground had run out (Dochuk, 2019: 418).  
The picture that emerges is one where oil functions as a dominant frame for 
thinking about God’s plenty and his eternal promise, as well as the embodiment of a 
more significant logic: that it is our faith in God, not our faith in this world or in its 
preservation, that ultimately defines how we ought to engage with the natural world. In 
practice, this does not mean that people of faith should be frivolous with the creation that 
God has so freely given, but rather that we ought to be good stewards of the earthly 
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riches God has enabled us to exploit with our own hands, and to use it to share God’s 
blessing and God’s word. For Manning and Pew, the gospel paired both spiritually and 
symbiotically with the paradigm of free markets, modernization, and North American 
power (Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 2019; Yergin, 2008). These “high modern” aspirations, 
as Chris Turner describes them, linking oil and progress, continue today and are often 
expressed by Canada’s most notable political leaders (Turner, 2017: 43).  
“We Canadians have been blessed with the world’s third largest oil reserves, and 
an abundance of natural gas,” said current Alberta premier Jason Kenney on the night of 
his electoral victory in April 2019. He added that his government, through the prosperity 
of oil rents and Alberta-based technological innovation, would “make it possible for 
people to achieve their God given potential” (National Post, 2019). In the aftermath of 
the withdrawal of a major oil sands development worth 20 billion dollars, the Teck 
Frontier Mine proposal due to regulatory concerns over climate change, Kenney 
lamented in a public press conference that demise of the project meant the demise of 
our ability to aid one another. As such, he identified opposition to fossil fuel extraction as 
“existential threats” to the Canadian way of life (Anderson, 2019). For political leaders 
like Kenney, oil provides the wealth that enables Canadians to care for one another. In 
this way, the fossil fuel economy acts as an ethic of compassion and an avenue to 
express God’s love. Accordingly, to take away oil is to also take away our capacity for 
compassion. Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, too, has said as much. At an 
energy sponsored environmental award event in 2017, he offered a progress 
infused/energy realist view of Canada’s contested plenty and environmental vision: 
I make no bones about it. We’re very proud of this. It’s progress. It’s important. 
As I said on the very first trip to the oil patch back in 2012, no country would find 
173 billion barrels of oil in the ground and just leave them there. The resource will 
be developed. Our job is to ensure that this is done responsibly, safely, and 
sustainably. Which brings me to the second piece, equally critical. While 
developing our resources for the economic benefit of Canadians, we must also 
look to the future (Maclean’s, 2017). 
Trudeau and Kenney alike argue that when it comes to bitumen and climate change, it is 
not only what we do, but how we do it. The idea that the resources beneath the 
Canadian north present a uniquely modern and moral conundrum is an important aspect 
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of the affective resonance of the current Canadian state’s relationship to oil. So long as 
we do it right, so long as we do it justly, so long as we do it with a more beautiful future 
on the horizon, then the profane can become sacred.  
Both Marshall (2020) and Dochuk (2019) explore how expressions of oil are 
linked to broader formulations of civil religion, American exceptionalism, and 
dispensational thinking. Religious scholars note that one of the unique political 
differences between Canada and the United States is the absence of civil religion in the 
former and the excess of it in the latter (Marshall, 2020; Reimer & Sikkink, 2020; 
Harrison, 2014; Young, 2009). Briefly, civil religion is the idea that divine power has had 
a hand in creating the nation and therefore the nation serves broader historical and 
spiritual purposes (Marshall, 2020; Harrison, 2014). As such, the political culture invites 
broader faith-based considerations on things like public policy, governance, and 
international interventions. One believes in the nation in the same way that one believes 
in a God, with foundational documents and historic sites taking on increased cultural, 
even sacred, significance (Marshall, 2020). Marshall writes: “Civil religion is not one 
religion in particular, but rather a broad, national appeal to Providence over the fate of 
the country” (Marshall, 2020: 22).  
In her book, Faith and Oil (2020) K.L. Marshall explores the way in which fossil 
fuels are embedded within a broader American Christian nationalism. “The relationship 
between populism, civil religion, and oil exists in the idea that God put oil into the ground 
so that ‘the people’ can benefit from it,” she writes (Marshall, 2020: 220). Importantly, the 
link between oil, evangelicalism, and populism is a somewhat unique configuration in 
American politics as evangelical subcultures historically, and presently, cultivate and 
express “outsider” status in relation to governance (Harrison, 2014: 215; Malloy, 2011). 
Unlike in Canada, where mainline protestant denominations and the Catholic church 
have been implicated in the failures and atrocities of the state, for example residential 
schools and education, American evangelicals are able to claim a revolutionary counter-
state position (Harrison, 2014; Woodhead, 2012; Martin, 1978). Looking to the work of 
David Martin, British Sociologist Linda Woodhead states:  
It depends what role religion has in a particular society and what relationship it 
has to reactionary and revolutionary political power. So in a country like France 
… you get a very strong secularism, because all progressive people want to 
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overthrow this reactionary force. But, going across the Atlantic to America, where 
the churches were a force of democracy and liberation from colonial British rule, 
then religion becomes identified with those positive forces and it’s a very religious 
place (Woodhead, 2012: 7). 
On the particular intersection between faith, populism, and oil Dochuk notes how wildcat 
prospectors in California and Texas in the first half of the 20thC consistently invoked 
evangelical/fundamentalist theology in their opposition to J.D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil 
monopoly, and his more rationalist, and at times social gospel, ideals (Dochuk, 2019). 
Dochuk argues that Rockefeller’s economic and spiritual imperative was control, 
whereas for the wildcatters it was independence, competition, and God’s favor. As such, 
the battle for petrol hegemony was not only in the realm of economy, but also theology. 
Rockefeller’s gospel of oil development was one of order and scale, a priestly nature in 
which standardized processes and top down management created the most profit for the 
most people in order to “apply oil’s gifts to the construction of a godly society” (Dochuk, 
2019: 17). The wildcat ethos was premised on the sanctity of “rule of capture” wherein 
God rewards the faithful and the bold (Dochuk, 2019: 12). Dochuk writes: “Godly people, 
they believed, were to ride the whims of oil rather than try to discipline them. Likewise, 
they were to spend more energy on saving people with their simple gospel than on 
rebuilding society with complex man-made rationales” (Dochuk, 2019: 13).  
 In other words, Rockefeller embodied in the realm of faith what he practiced in 
the markets of oil: a rigid anti-individualism that put the preacher above the flock, and the 
congregation above the individual. Meanwhile, wildcatters embodied a rugged economic 
and spiritual individualism that matched the emergent fundamentalist gospel of the 20th 
Century. In the end, Rockefeller’s economic order would win the fight for the market but 
the wildcatters would win the culture. In the words of Marshall: “Oil barons supplied the 
money, and fundamentalists supplied the ideology of free enterprise and the Protestant 
work ethic” (Marshall, 2020: 6). What emerges from this era is a split in protestant 
America that reverberates to this day, one built upon the cultural and economic fault 
lines between Standard Oil and Union Oil & Sun Oil, the urban east and the wildcat 
south and west, between the social gospel and fundamentalism (Dochuk, 2019: 144). 
While Marshall and Dochuk disagree at times on the exact character of Rockefeller’s 
personal faith, in particular his views on the social gospel, what is not in question is how 
Rockefeller consistently invoked faith to justify petrol and profit, and how to best apply 
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both to the broader social, economic, and political structure of the United States. Dochuk 
writes: 
‘I believe the power to make money is a gift from God,’ he [Rockefeller] insisted.  
Having been endowed with the gifts I possess, I believe it is my duty to make 
money and still more money, and to use the money I make for the good of my 
fellow man according to the dictates of my conscience (Dochuk, 2019: 42). 
J.D. Rockefeller (Standard Oil), Howard Pew (Sun Oil), and Lyman Stewart (Union Oil), 
used vast portions of their oil wealth to fund Christian societies, churches, faith-based 
charities, ministries, and proselytizing organizations both in the United States and 
around the world (Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 2019; Yergin, 2008). Most notably, 
Rockefeller created the Chicago School of Divinity while Lyman Stewart endowed the 
Bible Institute of Los Angeles (Biola) as well as commissioning The Fundamentals, the 
radical religious tract giving name and credence to a new American Christian movement, 
fundamentalism and the nascent Religious Right (Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 2019). 
Importantly, Marshall’s work on the Alaska pipeline, the 1300km pipe from Prudhoe Bay 
on the Beaufort Sea to Valdez, brings to the surface and reaffirms this long standing 
relation between the oil industry and conservative protestant faith in America. She 
argues that governor Sarah Palin’s rise to national prominence in 2008 was not a one-off 
caricature of the American political moment. Rather, beyond being America’s self-
proclaimed “Hockey mom,” Palin was also a tried and true embodiment of the populist 
relationship between Christ, nation, family, and wildcat antitrust oil sensibilities. Marshall 
writes:  
‘The people’ were the everyday, hard-working folks who weathered Alaska’s 
harsh climate and often subsisted by hunting and growing their own food. They 
relied on the pipeline to provide jobs and revenue for the state’s budget. And they 
needed a champion who would fight for them against oil companies that 
attempted to halt production in order to cause oil prices to rise or who would 
acquire land on the fields but not drill (Marshall, 2020: 23). 
What Marshall describes is very much the rehashing of the Standard Oil versus 
wildcatter turf wars from a century ago, a conflict that pitted Rockefeller and his urban 
elite connected interests against Californian and Texan independents and their spirit-
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filled faith in search of the American dream (Dochuk 2019; Yergin, 2008). Spilling into 
the 21st Century, the theological and economic battles that were fought in boardrooms 
and oilfields across America coalesced in solidifying the anchors of American civil 
religion in the gospel of born-again personal faith and petrol extraction. This is the 
tradition Palin tapped into and expressed in her quest for the White House (Marshall, 
2020). As such, for a deeper analysis beyond claims of tokenistic aesthetics, to 
understand the rise of Palin one has to look no further than the historical and 
contemporary politics of oil and civil religion. Dochuk writes: 
To a remarkable degree, many other oil companies – some exceptionally large, 
most modest and small – openly embraced the theological imperatives that 
informed their chief executive, aligned their boardrooms with biblical logics, and 
sacralized their operations as modes of witness and outreach.… Even when their 
vocabulary was drained of explicit God talk of earlier generations, late twentieth-
century oil’s prime movers remained tethered to a language that accentuated the 
oil-rich nation’s special moment in the sun (Dochuk, 2019: 10). 
The overall narrative that both Marshall and Dochuk present is that oil and conservative 
evangelicalism, both historically and presently, define and direct civil religion in the 
United States. Sometimes the relationship is explicit as in the case Alaska in the 2000s, 
and other places normalized to the point of invisibility in the constellation of free-markets, 
God, and extraction. The contribution these authors make is to begin a discussion about 
how faith and oil impacts nations beyond America.  
Finally, Marshall insists it is not possible to get a full picture of the intersection 
between fuel and faith in North America without understanding the role of dispensation 
theology. Briefly, dispensationalism is a protestant theology beginning in the United 
States in the 1830’s (Marshall, 2020; Noll, 1992). It is the idea that a creator God speaks 
differently, and demands different expectations, of individuals and groups during 
different times, or dispensations (Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 2019). It is a form of moral 
Christian relativism, so to speak, that enables particular individuals or groups to 
transgress God’s laws for the sake of God’s grandeur vision. This theology is on full 
display in contemporary America wherein the conservative, generally white, majority of 
evangelicals overwhelmingly support political personalities whose personal morality in 
terms of fundamentalist biblical norms and expectations are deeply flawed. Oil is 
51 
uniquely positioned within this theology because of beliefs about Middle Eastern oil 
conflicts, prophecies about Israel, spiritual affirmations about America as God’s modern 
chosen home for Christianity, and the end of the world (Marshall, 2020). Marshall writes: 
“The rise of the Religious Right was part of a broader evangelical movement that 
merged Christian and American nationalist thought vis a vis dispensational theology” 
(Marshall, 2020: 41). Relative to Canada, East Gate Alliance, the chosen church of 
Stephen Harper for the ten years he was in office as Canada’s PM is a dispensational 
congregation (McDonald, 2010). 
2.2.3. Petronationalism 
Along with his faith, the conservative Albertan PM Stephen Harper brought with him to 
the national stage an infused brand of hard power aspirations and petrol economic 
sensibilities. He led the country from 2006 to 2015 and oversaw the greatest economic 
boom in Canada’s hydrocarbon history. At its peak, Western Canadian Select, the 
product produced from oil sands extraction, traded at over $100 USD a barrel, bringing 
significant rents to Alberta and federal transfer revenue to the rest of Canada. Beyond a 
greatly expanded industry, one of the most significant legacies of the Harper era is an 
emboldened petronationalist project, the attestation of Canada as uniquely wedded and 
indebted to fossil fuel production. This emergent sentiment constitutes a powerful subset 
within a multifaceted Canadian culture war that is currently being waged, in part, by far-
right politicians, energy lobbyists, and corporate fossil fuel campaigns through 
articulations of oil and the nation (Fleet, 2021; Gunster et al, 2021; McCurdy, 2019). In 
power, Harper’s expressed vision for the nation was to transform Canada into an 
“energy superpower” (Taber, 2006). This political and rhetorical move sought to pivot the 
country from its perceived post-war soft power Liberal party brand – associated with 
things like international peacekeeping, multiculturalism, national healthcare, and 
multilateral global engagement on environmental issues – to a more extractivist, free 
market, American-aligned vision of Canada (Gunster et al., 2020; Taft, 2017; Gutstein, 
2014; Adams, 2012; Martin, 2010). Emblematic of this ideal, former Conservative 
Minister of the Environment Jim Prentice described Canada’s vast resources and 
extractive industries as “who we are and what we do” (Barney, 2017: 78). This is also 
the time during which environmental activists who opposed expanding Canada’s fossil 
fuel infrastructure were described by Harper’s Natural Resource Minister, Joe Oliver, as 
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foreign funded “radicals,” alien to the body politic (Globe and Mail, 2012). Alberta 
bitumen, the third largest proven oil reserves on the planet, was, and still is, a key 
ingredient of this idea for the country. The “symbolic nationalization” of the industry, 
however, is not reflected in actual national ownership of the oil sands or the industry as a 
whole, which remains heavily reliant on global investment and private shareholder 
ownership (Gunster, 2019). Still, such narratives find fertile grounds in the long history of 
identifying Canada with colonial, settler, extractive, and geographical landscapes (Dalby, 
2019; Ekers & Farnan, 2010; Saul, 2009; Sandilands, 1999; Angus, 1997). In the context 
of climate change, it is important to consider how petronationalism builds upon existing, 
and contested, traditions of identity by offering affective, temporal, and symbolic linkages 
to the fossil fuel industry as an expression (and source) of Canadian values and ways of 
life. An important relationship between energy and the nation also asserts itself in the 
theoretical histories of communications itself.  
2.2.4. Energy as communication 
As a work of communications scholarship, this project builds upon the theoretical context 
of Harold Innis's communicative approach to time and space binding technologies (Innis, 
2008). Innis argued that communication mediums shape the administrative, political, and 
social forms of civilizations. In his seminal work, Bias of Communication (2008), he 
writes:  
 
We can perhaps assume that the use of a medium of communication over a long 
period will to some extent determine the character of knowledge to be 
communicated and suggest that its pervasive influence will eventually create a 
civilization in which life and flexibility will become exceedingly difficult to maintain 
and that the advantages of a new medium will become such as lead to the 
emergence of a new civilization (Innis, 2008: 34) 
 
Innis’s contribution to thinking about communication and media practices is the idea that 
monopolies of knowledge, information flows, and the administration of empire and 
governance are directly tied to mediation. His work provides a framework to examine 
how unified experiences of things like time, symbology, identity, administration, and 
space are tied to communicative and economic infrastructure (Anderson, 1983; 
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Charland, 1986). Canada is a quintessential case in this regard as its very origins are 
wed to information and media technologies (Barney, 2017; Charland, 1986).  
Maurice Charland argues that Canada is uniquely reliant upon communication, 
both in its historical and its contemporary national mythology. He describes Canada as 
an “absent nation” (Charland, 1986: 3), an empty canvas of technologies from which a 
national narrative was crafted. To further this observation, Charland introduces the term 
“technological nationalism” to describe the ways in which Canada is constituted by the 
rhetorics and economic imperatives of its state-sponsored technologies:  
 
Canada is a country whose national experience follows its state experience. 
Consequently, a Canadian identity and culture would be rooted in the state itself, 
for it is through the state that Canada’s populace is constituted as a people 
(Charland, 1986: 217).  
 
The nation is summoned, so-to-speak, through a set of national communicative 
technologies that tautologically justify one another: the state authorizes the CPR and in 
turn the CPR authorizes the state. This becomes increasingly significant in the 
contemporary moment when fossil fuel infrastructure, and pipelines in particular, are 
signified by supporters as “Canadian,” embodying the same tautology of technologies 
that have come before.  
We can see this rhetoric play out in recent political events. For example, in his 
2019 acceptance speech upon being elected premier of Alberta, United Conservative 
Party leader Jason Kenney told the province, and the nation “the world needs more 
Canada” (National Post, 2019). As the speech goes on, the audience learns that “more” 
Canada means more Canadian oil sands, which, for Kenney, represents the best of what 
Canada is and can be: a vast industrial project that embodies the ideals of the people 
from coast to coast (Gunster et al., 2021). In this way we can see how varied 
communicative technologies allow the nation to be produced in the national mind 
(Anderson, 1983; Charland 1986), or at least to be produced in a particular way. In 
Kenney’s articulation it is relatively easy to identify the ways in which technologies are 
“discursive as well as material” (Charland, 1986: 200). With a public primed with national 
imaginaries of highways, railways, and myriad cultural and communicative 
infrastructures like the CBC, Radio Canada, the NFB, and the CRTC, it should come as 
no surprise that major petrol industries should seek to also occupy this cultural space.  
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The idea of Canada plays a central role in numerous energy advertisements and 
PR campaigns. For example, a recent Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers 
(CAPP) promotion argues the very future of Canadian life is at stake if Albertan 
hydrocarbons are not able to make it to tidewater. In a 30s video filled with affective 
music and visual montages of Canadian oil and gas workers, major cities, and iconic 
Canadian landscapes, a text reads: “The global competition for oil and natural gas is real 
and Canada is losing” (CAPP, 2019). The promotion goes on to argue that unless the 
various contested pipeline projects are approved, and quickly at that, what it means to 
be Canadian (Canadian defined by middle-class consumption) is at risk. Ads like this are 
part of a much larger promotional project linking Canadian fossil fuel extraction to the 
nation and the ability to care (Fleet, 2021; Gunster et al., 2021; McCurdy, 2019). Another 
advert by pipeline advocacy group Canadian Energy Pipeline Association (CEPA) 
explores this familiar theme. Sprinkled with affective vignettes of everyday Canadian life, 
families, bike rides, and people working on computers from home, the narration says: 
“Pipelines bring prosperity to all Canadians and enable millions of livelihoods across 
Canada” (CEPA, 2019). The ad is an invitation to consider the link between ideas of 
home and extraction, to imagine Canadian life, and Canadian identity, as a production of 
the fossil fuel industry. What promotions like this reveal, is that because Canada’s 
national identity is so tied to communicative, technological, and consumptive forms, the 
national mythology is malleable toward such mediated interventions (Barney, 2017; 
Charland, 1986).  
This interplay between the physical binding of Canada through communication 
technologies, and the rhetoric of that technology, is particularly important when 
considering the national extractive push of the present moment. As such, scholars have 
revisited Innis and Charland to include discussions of transport infrastructure and energy 
as media in the same way as Canada’s other large-scale national projects (Greaves, 
2017; Barney, 2017). In “Who We Are and What We Do: Canada as a Pipeline Nation” 
(2017), Darin Barney applies Charland’s technological nationalism idea to today’s 
pipeline politics. He writes: 
This is the recipe for technological nationalism in Canada: the nation needs 
infrastructure to bind it physically, and massive infrastructure projects that serve 
the interests of capital need the imperative of national purpose in order to be 
considered legitimate (Barney, 2017: 79). 
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In saying this, Barney makes the case to consider pipelines as an equally significant 
infrastructure of the Canadian imagination. Though often out of sight and out of mind, he 
argues that pipelines are the contemporary link between urban centres and the natural 
resources that enable them. He writes: “Pipelines are, arguably, the most extensive and 
important infrastructure connecting urban Canada to the vast rural standing-reserve of 
resources that energizes and sustains its economy and its self-image” (Barney, 2017: 
80). What is intriguing about Barney’s argument is how he engages with the fissures and 
open-ended identity tensions that emerge in a context where national identity is tied to 
technological and communicative projects. While pipelines may be the vital assemblages 
that help produce particular social forms, the historical and cultural meaning of such 
projects, and their continued expansion in light of alternatives to them, is not guaranteed 
(Barney, 2017).  
Like Charland, Barney argues that the technological roots of the nation invite 
myriad points for contestation over the meaning of the nation itself, as well as 
opportunity for particular statists and industry narratives to be challenged. He argues 
that the stark difference between the large state projects of the early of post-
Confederation period (railway, national highway, electricity, and postal systems) and 
today is that for pipeline proponents, the primary barriers to the proposed nation building 
projects of the extractive industry are no longer geographical, but political (Barney, 2017: 
101). As such, pro-pipeline politicians and public figures must articulate a subtle, (and 
often not-so-subtle aka ‘old-stock Canadians’), ‘true’ nation out of the motely of 
Canadians of who are for, opposed, or indifferent to energy projects. Barney writes: “In 
this process, the concrete interests of capital are abstracted and projected onto the body 
of the nation as whole, whose interests are reduced to those of something called ‘the 
economy’” (Barney, 2017: 87). 
Beyond issues of binding the geographies and minds of the nation via 
communicative infrastructure, Mathew Greaves (2017) looks to Innis as a way of 
exploring the relationship between coal, Hudson’s Bay Company governance, and 
commodity flows on Vancouver Island in the 19th Century. To do this he pairs Innis’s 
work on commodity staples and communication with Marx’s analysis of circulation and 
production. He reveals a novel articulation of the ways in which communication theory 
can help us better understand energy, fossil fuels, and capital. A key premise of the work 
(like much of the work in the Energy Humanities field) is that energy as a productive 
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force is often hidden in the commodity process, in particular in the theorization of the 
circulation of goods as opposed to their production (Greaves, 2017: 581). Engaging with 
Andreas Malm’s work (2016) on the tensions and links between capital, labour, and 
hydro power to communication, Greaves builds a bridge between studies of energy and 
studies of communication, emphasizing the role of fossil fuels in commodity flows 
(Greaves, 2017; Malm, 2016). Importantly, he suggests that because “circulation is 
increasingly powered by fossil fuels during the second half of the nineteenth century, it 
becomes permissible to treat the consumption of fossil fuels in circulation” and therefore 
“establishes a political-economic basis for the study of energy production and circulation 
within the field of communication” (Greaves, 2017: 581). Reiterating this, he highlights 
Vincent Mosco’s proposition that energy “is a necessary conduit of communication,” as 
another reason to posit fossil fuels themselves as within the purvey of communication 
study (Mosco cited in Greaves, 2017: 567). Within the same discussion, Greave’s 
etymological observations regarding the root word common in relation to communion 
and communication emphasizes the broader spectrum of life and analysis that 
communication studies encompass (Greaves, 2017). This is important for this research 
when we consider the ways in which communication scholar James Carey uses faith 
metaphors in his arguments about human mediation.  
Carey theorized communication practice through the example of Catholic Mass 
(Carey, 2008). In his seminal work on ritual forms of communication, he argued that it is 
the entirety of the mass and not the message itself that conveys the meaning of the word 
of God. The community, the gathering, the commitment to a particular space, and the 
various sets of rituals and forms are what mass ultimately means. As such, the message 
is constituted through a set of practices as opposed to the information or message itself. 
A ritual understanding, he writes, will “view reading a newspaper less as sending or 
gaining information and more as attending a mass, a situation in which nothing new is 
learned but in which a particular view of the world is portrayed and confirmed” (Carey, 
2008: 16). Carey’s overall point is to suggest that how we understand communication 
shapes the expectations and assumptions that we have of communication.  
Because this research seeks to explore a constellation of implications between 
fuel and faith, such reflections offer important insights into the efficacy of particular 
communicative practices and forms within religious cultural contexts of consumption. For 
example, a conservative protestant participant in Burnaby who, in defense of a pro-
pipeline position, states “if they only saw what we see,” succinctly expresses the ways in 
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which beliefs regarding fossil fuels constitute much more than transmissions of scientific, 
social, and economic facts. For them, to participate in pro-pipeline rhetorics is to be 
counted within a much broader milieu of social practices, including work, family, 
community, recreation, culture, class, habitus etc. Likewise, the coastal liberal social 
gospel anti-pipeline advocate who states “it feels good not to be putting fracking fluid into 
some child’s mouth” is equally represented within a broader set of testimonies, shared 
beliefs, lifestyles, and worldviews that are, again, constituted within the broader rituals of 
their denomination and faith community of choice. All this to say, Carey’s distinction 
between transmission and ritual views of communication offers yet another way that 
communication engages not only with questions of fossil fuels, but also faith. Moreover, 
Carey’s schema presents further opportunities to reconsider lingering information-deficit 
approaches to environmental communication. 
Returning to Greaves, the associations he makes between common, 
communion, and communication are particularly important when considering the ways in 
which varied communicative forms suture together diverse individual and collective 
realities (Greaves, 2017; Charland, 1986; Anderson, 1983). These observations, 
situating energy itself as a communicative form, offer unique attachments not only to the 
study of media and communication but also to the ways in which fossil fuels are 
configured both materially and rhetorically through the ideological work of what Robert 
Neubauer (2017) describes as Canada’s “petrobloc” (Neubauer, 2017: 53).  
Grounded in Gramsci’s articulation of hegemony and legitimacy in liberal 
democratic states, Neubauer identifies and defines the Canadian “petrobloc” as “a 
decentralized yet interlocked constellation of state, civil society, and corporate actors 
jointly dedicated to tar sands expansion” (Neubauer, 2018: 249). In his work, Neubauer 
maps the various connections between right-wing think tanks, pro-oil civil society groups, 
oil sands corporations, and various Harper-era elected and appointed officials. He 
speculates these informal networks remain significantly influential in subsequent federal 
and provincial governments well after Harper’s departure.  
2.3. Conclusion  
Overall, what this literature review highlights are the intersections between 
environmental communication and energy humanities and the ways in which these 
bodies of study invite openings for questions, practices, and implications of faith. It 
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reviews the logic of considering energy as an appropriate object of communications 
scholarship as well as making the case for a more significant engagement with religious 
belief and oil within environmental communication. To date few scholars have looked at 
religious practices in Canada as they pertain to fossil fuels, nor have communication 
scholars delved deeply into Canadian experiences with faith, climate change, extraction, 
and communication. As such, it draws attention to several key knowledge gaps related 



















Chapter 3. Religious political context 
The discussion of religion and politics in Canada is unique and complex. A significant 
majority of Canadians identify as spiritual or religious, the majority of these Christian. 
This begs an important question: What is the role of faith in Canadian politics? The 
scholars discussed here uniformly accept that organized religion and public religiosity in 
Canada has been on a steep decline in the country since the 1960s. That said there are 
significant points of dissention on both the meaning of this decline and its political 
characteristics. Given that up until the early 1970’s Canada had even greater rates of 
church attendance than its southern neighbour, where a powerful Religious Right yields 
significant influence over public life, (Rasyide, Sabin, & Thomas, 2017; Harrison, 2014; 
Bean 2014a; Bean, 2014b; Malloy, 2019), there are also lingering questions as to why 
Canada marked such a different path than the United States, and if, or how, this is 
reflected within contemporary political trends. It is to these questions that we now turn.  
3.1. Canada’s faith profile 
The most expansive aggregate of Canada’s faith profile is the national census. The long 
form Canadian census occurs every five years, however, the question on religious 
affiliation is asked only every second census, or every ten years. That means that the 
most recent numbers available from the census are from 2011. Canada’s faith profile 
has likely changed in various ways from then to now. Still, what the 2011 census shows 
is an enduring attachment to faith in Canada. Wholly 76.4% of Canadians in 2011 
identified as having a religious belief, the significant majority Christian.6 The detailed 
definition of the census question asks:  
Religion refers to the person’s self-identification as having a connection or 
affiliation with any religious denomination, group, body, sect, cult or other 
affiliation with any religious defined community or system of belief. Religion is not 
limited to formal membership in a religious organization or group. Persons 
without a religious connection or affiliation can self-identify as atheist, agnostic or 
humanist, or can provide another applicable response (Statscan, 2011). 
                                                
6 All % figures compiled by the author. 
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Of the 32,852,320 million people accounted for in the 2011 census question on religion, 
22,102,745 million, or 67.3% of Canadians, identified as Christian. Of these, 12,810,705 
identified as Catholic – 39% of the entire country (and 58% of all Christians) – by far the 
largest religious association in Canada. Another 8,498,210 identified as part of the 
protestant faith tree, 25.9% of the entire Canadian population, and 38.4% of the 
Christian demographic.7 A further 7,745,535 of Canadians, 23.6%, identified as having 
“no religion.”8 9.1% of all Canadians identified as having a non-Christian faith, including 
Islam, Sikhism, Judaism, Hinduism, and aboriginal spirituality. The numbers change 
significantly when accounting for regional differences. As this research focuses on BC 
and Alberta, we’ll dive deeper into the census demographics of these particular regions.  
4,342,455 million British Columbians are accounted for in the 2011 census. Of these 
1,930,420 identify as Christian – 44.6% of the provincial population. 650,360 of these 
identify as Catholic, 33.7% – 15% of the entire province. 1,196,580 are from the 
protestant faith tree, 27.6% of the entire provincial population, and 62% of the Christian 
demographic.9 1,886,235 British Columbians identify as having no religion, 44.1% of the 
province.The province has significantly less faith association than the rest of Canada, 
55.9% compared to 76.4% nationally. At 27.6% of the entire provincial population, 
protestant Christianity is the most dominant faith tradition in B.C. 
The faith profile Alberta bears similarities to BC though there are notable distinctions. Of 
the 3,567,980 Albertans accounted for in the 2011 census, 2,152,205, identify as 
Christian – 60% of the population. Of these, 866,305 are Catholic, 24.3% of the 
population, and 40.3% of those who identify as Christians. Like B.C., varied protestant 
denominations are the majority in the province, 1,161,960, accounting for 32.6% of the 
Alberta population as a whole and 54% of self-defined Christians.10 Those identifying as 
having no religion are 1,110,200, 31.1% of the province. In total, 69.9% of Albertans 
identify as having faith, (closer to the national average of 76.4%). And 32.6%, or roughly 
1/3rd of the province, expresses a protestant Christian faith.   
                                                
7 These numbers do not account for 105,365 Mormons, 137,775 Jehovah’s Witness, and 550,690 from Orthodox 
traditions. 
8 Self-identifying atheists accounted for 0.0015%, or 48,675, persons. 
9 This number does not include the 15,940 Mormons, 27,690 Jehovah’s Witness, and 39,850 from the Orthodox traditions 
counted in the census. Of the 1,886,235 of British Columbians who identify as having no religion, 8,425 identify as atheist, 
0.002% of the population. 
10 These numbers do not include 55,625 Mormons, 16,980 Jehovah’s Witness, and 51,335 from the Orthodox traditions 
noted in the census. Of the 1,110,200 Albertans who identify as having no religion, 2,795, or 0.0008% of the province, 
identifying as atheist. 
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Overall, the 2011 census reveals that a majority of people in both Alberta and British 
Columbia identify as having faith, and that the most prominent expression of religion is 
protestant Christianity, followed by Catholicism. These are interesting figures, though 
they tell an incomplete story. Importantly, the census question does not assess the 
sincerity of belief nor the degree of expression, but rather identity and/or affiliation. For a 
more generative faith profile one has to ask more specific questions of faith than the 
census offers. 
One of Canada’s leading sociologists of religion, Reginald Bibby, co-sponsored a 
national Ipsos Reid poll in 2015 on the topic, the findings of which offer a more up-close 
and detailed look at the national character of faith. The poll found that 30% of Canadians 
“embraced” religion and that 23% of Canadians attended a religious service on a 
monthly basis. Subsequent polling by the Pew Foundation found that of Canada’s 
religiously engaged population, nearly half, 10%, are conservative protestant 
evangelicals, suggesting that they are the most committed believers in the country 
(Coren, 2017; Lipka, 2019; Angus Reid, 2017). This bears particular significance in the 
West of Canada wherein protestant faith is the majority religious belief, and who as a 
group have been moving increasingly to the political right in recent decades (Rayside et 
al., 2017; Gin, 2012; Statscan, 2011).11  
Importantly, Bibby describes the faith spectrum in the country as a linear 
continuum between the “pro”, “low”, or “no” religious (Bibby, 2017). Having once 
predicted the near collapse of organized religion in Canada in his 1993 book, Unknown 
Gods, Bibby revisited this work in 2015 and found that faith of almost all stripes in 
Canada, despite hitting historical lows at the turn of the millennium, had since stabilized, 
with some denominations, notably Catholics and evangelicals, slightly increasing. He 
argues this is primarily due to immigration. Whereas the once dominant Canadian 
mainline protestant faiths benefited greatly from international migration from Great 
Britain and Western Europe throughout the 20th C (Anglican, Lutheran, Presbyterian, 
and United) today, evangelical and Catholic pews are now the primary faith identity of 
new Canadians who come from non-Western European countries like the Philippines, 
South Korea, and various Latin American states (Bibby, 2017; Rayside et al., 2017). So 
                                                
11 In terms of electoral impact, Rayside et al note: “Political leverage is more likely in those parts of Canada with 
proportionately large numbers of evangelicals, most obviously in southern Alberta but also in BC’s Fraser Valley and in 
southwestern Ontario (Rayside et al., 2017: 17). 
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whilst mainline protestant denominations are still slightly in decline nationally, their 
Catholic and charismatic counterparts are tentatively leveling out, and perhaps even 
marginally gaining. Importantly, while Bibby’s more detailed polling reveals that 30% of 
Canadians “embrace” religion and 26% reject it, the largest faith demographic in Canada 
is the low-religious majority, 44% of the population. According to Bibby’s research, most 
Canadians, (and perhaps typical to Canada’s national character), find themselves 
somewhere in the middle (Bibby, 2017; Angus Reid, 2017). Though Canada does not 
have the significant conservative evangelical faith base of the United States, where 25% 
of the entire population identifies as conservative evangelical (Coren, 2017; Bean 2014a; 
Bean, 2014b), he nevertheless observes the social potentiality of such a large middling 
low-religious majority. He writes: 
These findings underline the fact that, contrary to the widespread perception 
among religious leaders, academics, and other observers, Canadians located in 
the religious middle certainly have not abandoned faith. On the contrary, they 
have much in common with people who embrace religion … Depending on any 
number of personal, cultural, and religious group factors, these low-faith 
individuals could readily go in the pro-faith direction rather than the no-faith 
direction. Then, again, they might just stay in the middle (Bibby, 2017: 84).   
Here, Bibby alludes to one of the most contentious claims about faith demographics in 
Canada. In other works, he has projected that Canada’s low-religious middle will decline 
in the near future with gains to be made at the pro-faith and no-faith ends of the 
spectrum. This assertion has been challenged by thinkers like Sam Reimer, Jonathan 
Malloy, David Sikkink, Joel Thiessen, and Sarah Wilkins-Laflamme, who have revisited 
Bibby’s assessment and have come to more complicated readings.  
Thiessen and Wilkins-Laflamme, note that 1/5 of Americans, and 1/4 of 
Canadians now identify as “nones,” people without any spiritual tendencies at all. These 
figures have more than doubled since the 1980’s (Thiessen & Wilkinson-Laflamme, 
2017: 64). Important for the future of organized religion in places like Canada, religious 
“nones” are far less likely, if at all, to raise their children with religious affiliation, a 
demographic trend likely to produce continued exponential increases in this category 
(Thiessen & Wilkinson-Laflamme, 2017). They argue that negative experiences with 
religious fundamentalists and fears about the impact of religion on politics drives the 
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“none” category. They also argue that Bibby’s Project Canada surveys and the General 
Social Survey (the data upon which his conclusions are based) over sample 
conservative protestant demographics, skewing the findings toward the polarizing, as 
opposed secularizing, trend he suggests. As well, Reimer takes exception to Bibby’s 
high-religiosity category as being defined as attending a religious worship once per 
month as opposed to once per week (Reimer, 2017; Eagle, 2011). When adjusted for 
the latter, Reimer says that Canada’s pro-religious complexion changes drastically. 
Ultimately, what scholars like Reimer, Sikkink, Malloy, Thiessen, and Wilkins-Laflamme 
argue is that while Canada has a unique faith profile, it is nevertheless best categorized 
as yet another example of religious decline, as opposed to Bibby’s assertion of a parallel 
decline and “revitalization” (Reimer, 2017: 188; Malloy, 2019; Wilkins-Laflamme, 2017). 
This is not to say, however, that there are not aspects of Bibby’s assessment that do not 
apply in particular Canadian contexts. Again, what Bibby suggests is that the nominally 
religious are shrinking but the committed are growing, leading to “polarization” between 
committed believers and committed non-believers (Bibby, 2014: 20). In this articulation, 
the “fuzzy middle” of religious practice is disappearing, with the devout and the “nones” 
equally paring off into opposing ends of the faith spectrum (Wilkins-Laflamme, 2017: 
180). Wilkins-Laflamme suggests there may be elements of truth to this assertion in 
particular regional contexts. For example, British Columbia, which has low rates of 
religious affiliation but comparatively high rates of religious practice for those who are 
affiliated. However, she argues that at the national level the polarization framework does 
not apply. In some provinces, Quebec for example, the affiliated but non-engaged is 
74% of the population (Wilkins-Laflamme, 2017: 180). In other words, Quebec has the 
highest levels of faith identification in the country but the least amount of active 
believers, while in British Columbia the profile is reversed. 
There is also contestation over how to count evangelicals. While the most 
accepted figures are 10% of the Canadian population and 25% of the American 
population, evangelicals are not as easily categorized as many surveys might suggest. 
For example, evangelical is not necessarily a term that evangelicals use to describe 
themselves, nor do all evangelicals attend more easily identified evangelical 
congregations (Rayside et al., 2017; Malloy, 2017; Bean, 2014a). For example, Lydia 
Bean has suggested that Canadian evangelicals could range anywhere from 10-12% of 
the population, and 25-33% in America (Bean, 2014a: 11). In a similar vein, Rayside et 
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al note: “One challenge in gauging their numbers is that many whose approach to faith is 
broadly evangelical still practice their religion and formally associate themselves with 
denominations that are not in any overall sense evangelical” (Rayside et al., 2017: 12).   
At its most basic level “evangelical” is a term used to describe a set of protestant 
beliefs that adhere to several key principles. In this research, I use the definition by 
religious sociologist Lydia Bean:   
Evangelicalism is a Protestant movement that affirms the authority of the bible, 
Christ’s atoning sacrifice on the cross, the need for a personal commitment to 
Christ, and the need for all believers to participate actively in religious mission 
(Bean, 2014a: 4).  
According to the above descriptors, Bean uses the label evangelical “to refer to a broad 
collation of theologically conservative Protestants in North America, which includes 
groups like Southern Baptists, Pentecostals, charismatics, independent Bibles churches, 
and Fundamentalists” (Bean, 2014a: 4). Importantly, Bean notes that the political 
orientation of faith in both America and Canada is no longer defined along ethno 
religious lines, (aka primarily between Protestants and Catholics), “but between 
‘modernist’ and ‘orthodox’ people within each religious group” (Bean, 2014a: 3). In 
making this claim she argues that in America, Catholic/Protestant antagonisms over 
protestant hegemony of America’s faith culture has given way to a religious coalition that 
now identifies secular humanism, as opposed to Catholicism, as the greatest threat to a 
generalized protestant hegemony over American culture (Harrison, 2014; Bean, 2014a). 
Bean writes: “This Christian Right movement united a broad set of activists around a 
shared narrative of Christian Nationalism, a diagnosis of ‘secular humanism’ as the 
problem, and the Republican Party as the solution” (Bean, 2014a: 25). 
In a similar assessment, Trevor Harrison argues that with the rise of the New Left 
in America, (aka the 1960’s rights revolution), comes a New Right as well (Harrison, 
2014; Bean, 2014a; Bean, 2014b). He describes how Ronald Reagan was the first 
president to speak in the language of religious conservatism, linking small government 
and empire to Christian family values. As such, the Reagan era begins to be defined 
culturally by Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority coalition and the narrative of American decline 
via “moral ruin” and that the nation could only be redeemed through a return to Christian 
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values (Harrison, 2014: 210; Bean, 2014a). A culmination of decades of political 
lobbying and coalition building at the level of the local church, writes Harrison, Bean, and 
others, marks the eighties as a definitive turn in American politics defined by the 
takeover of the Republican Party by the Religious Right (Bean, 2014a; Bean, 2014b). 
Meanwhile in Canada, the coalescence of a multi-faith conservative religious coalition 
comes much later and with different characteristics (Rayside, et al, 2017; Harrison, 
2014; Bean, 2014a; Malloy, 2019; Malloy, 2011; Malloy 2009).  
3.2. Secularization and civic life 
According to Rayside et al (2017) and Young (2009), the general historical faith 
alignment of Canada’s two largest federal parties has been Catholics with the Liberals 
and Protestants with the Conservatives (Rayside et al, 2017; Young, 2009). A similar 
historical trend can also be seen in the United States with Catholics finding more of a 
home in the Democratic Party and Protestants with the Republican Party (Bean, 2014a; 
Farney, 2012).12 Young also notes that up until 1980’s, religious identification was the 
number one determinant of political preference in Canada, and that in the 1995 Quebec 
referendum conservative Catholics overwhelmingly voted to stay within Canada (Young, 
2009). Today, however, the scholars identified here suggest that such political and 
religious distinctions are significantly more opaque.  
Young and Harrison observe that the unique features of Catholic and Protestant 
identities in early Canada shaped a broader culture of both religious pluralism and 
religious tolerance at the federal level of politics (Harrison, 2014; Young, 2009). In 
practice, this means that the language of faith has been far less visible in national 
Canadian public life, both historically and presently, despite significant levels of 
religiosity.13 While Canada had higher levels of church attendance per capita than even 
the United States up until the 1970s (Harrison, 2014; Gin, 2012), faith has not entered 
public life in the same way that it presently does in the United States. Young writes:  
                                                
12  Though there are notable historical exceptions. For example, former Republican speaker of the House of 
Representatives, Newt Gingrich, is Catholic. In Canada, leading conservatives Jason Kenney and Andrew Scheer are 
Catholic. 
13 *This is not necessarily the case with provincial politics, for example the Union Nationale in Quebec and Social Credit in 
BC and Alberta. 
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Canada has not sanctioned established religion since 1854, and neither does it 
enjoy the civil religion tradition that has been cultivated in the United States. 
While Canadians implore God to keep their land glorious and free as they sing 
their national anthem, traditional religion finds few examples of public expression 
in daily life in Canada. The United States, in contrast, has promoted a 
consciousness of a redeemer nation in pursuit of a divine purpose. The specifics 
of religious belief may vary, but patriotism presupposes trust in God (Young, 
2009: 8-9).  
The lack of civil religion is an important distinction for scholars when assessing 
Canadian religiosity in relation to other states (Harrison, 2014). Despite a relative cultural 
and historical entente on the language of faith in federal and public institutions (Gin, 
2012; Young, 2009), religious belief remains an ingredient of Canadian political life. 
Beyond statistical trends, anecdotally we can see how faith shapes the beliefs, values, 
and life experiences of many of Canada’s leading political voices. For example, former 
federal Green Party leader Elizabeth May (Anglican), former federal Conservative leader 
Andrew Scheer (Catholic), federal NDP leader Jagmeet Singh (Sikh), and Alberta United 
Conservative Party premier Jason Kenney (Catholic) are just a few of the more popular 
politicians in Canada who identify faith as being an essential component of how they 
view the world. And of course, prior to Justin Trudeau, former Conservative Prime 
Minister Stephen Harper was Canada’s first evangelical PM in office, an active member 
of the Missionary Alliance tradition, a socially conservative Pentecostal faith that 
emphasizes end-times thinking known as the rapture (McDonald, 2011). The popularity 
of this brand of born-again dispensational apocalypticism was reflected in a 2019 poll 
that found nearly 1 in 4 Canadians believe in a 10,000 year old earth, a uniquely Judeo-
Christian formulation of the cosmos (Little, 2019). Overall, these signposts suggest that 
faith is an important, if uneven, ingredient in a sizable minority of Canadian life.   
3.2.1. Religious pluralism and the religious right in Canada 
Amidst the shifting lines of religious and political affiliation in Canada, what is the 
contemporary relationship between faith and politics? There are several ways to go 
deeper into this query. Most importantly perhaps is to traverse two significant trends in 
approaching this question in religious/political scholarship. First, how have scholars 
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talked about secularization and how it connects to modernization? Second, what are the 
unique characteristics of faith in the Canadian political context? 
The first is a stream of scholarship that engages with the broader terrain of 
secularization itself. The central problematic within this avenue are questions over the 
character and meaning of the decline of institutionalized faith in industrialized states over 
the course of the 20th Century. The most popular, and also problematized, explanation 
for this trend is dubbed the “secularization thesis” (Woodhead, 2012; Casanova, 2011; 
Bruce, 2011; Young, 2009; Taylor, 2009; Kanji & Kuiper, 2009; Norris & Inglehart, 2004; 
Lyon, 2000; Noll, 1992; Martin, 1978). The secularization thesis is the idea that as 
societies industrialize and democratize, they also inevitably secularize. And with 
secularization comes a decline of faith in private and public life, especially in the realm of 
institutions, governance, and public language (McAuley & Nesbitt-Larking, 2017; Gin, 
2012; Bruce, 2011). The theory also posits that various countries are at different stages 
along this path. The United States is the notable outlier in this equation in that it 
maintains high levels of religiosity amidst advanced industrialization and modernization, 
though many argue that it too is showing elements of organized religious decline 
(Harrison, 2014; Bean, 2014a; Woodhead, 2012; Bruce, 2011). An important 
development in the latter half of the 20th C is the identification of the “secularization 
thesis” itself as an ideological project, one that privileges European and Christian 
perspectives (Woodhead, 2012; Bruce, 2011; Cassanova, 2011). As such, criticisms of 
the premises of secularization have led to increased analysis and recognition of spiritual-
but-not-religious (SBNR) beliefs as a form of religious practice (Wilkins-Laflamme, 2017; 
Woodhead, 2012; Cassanvoa, 2011). It is also important to recognize that religion has 
been a significant focus of sociology from its earliest foundations in Marx, Weber, and 
Durkheim, all the way to contemporary debates. Importantly, Marx, Weber, and 
Durkheim, proposed accounts of the process of disenchantment in the 20th C 
(Woodhead, 2012). As Woodhead notes, Marx believed that religion would lose its 
appeal in the face of the material and social needs provided by communism; Weber, 
described modernity as a process of disenchantment where the triumph reason 
obliterates the mystified and religious world of old; and Durkheim argued that religion 
was a social glue that could just as easily be replaced by another social adhesive 
(Guenther, Weiss, Nord, Grafton, Dweck, & Pastore, 2019; Beit-Hallahmi, 2014; 
Woodhead, 2012; Bruce, 2011).  
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Another consideration is what impact does the decline of religious institutional 
authority have on individual spirituality? In contemporary debates on the political 
dimensions of secularization, Kanji and Kuiper (2009) argue that “demand” side 
understandings of secularization – that there is less social desire for spirituality – 
mischaracterizes and overlooks the resilience of faith in the industrialized context. They 
point to metrics like the World Values Survey, (an international cross-cultural survey on 
human values) that shows subjective assessments of faith (as opposed to objective 
assessments like church attendance) being more close between industrialized and non-
industrialized nations than could be expected from a wholehearted acceptance of the 
secularization thesis (Kanji & Kuipers, 2009). Instead they, and others, argue for a more 
“supply” side understanding. Instead of a dearth of faith in the industrialized world, they 
argue there is a dearth of institutional options. In other words, historical religious 
organizations have not adapted well to the changing spiritual needs and contexts of the 
advanced industrial societies (Davie, 2013; Kanji & Kuipers, 2009; Young, 2009; Taylor, 
2009; Lyon, 2000; Davie, 1990). Lyon writes: “The point is that secularization, 
understood as religious decline, deflects attention from ways that the religious impulse is 
being relocated, and religious activities restructured” (Lyon, 2000: 10). Citing the 
influential work of British sociologist Grace Davie (1990), he asserts that “believing 
without belonging” continues to define Canadian religiosity as opposed to secularization, 
so long as secularization is meant to capture an absence of spiritual belief or atheism 
(Lyon, 2000: 6; Davie, 1990). Kanji and Kuipers also note that while a majority of 
Canadians do not believe that faith should govern the legal code of the country, they 
express similar impressions as high faith nations when it comes to the character of the 
people who govern, or who influence political power, according to the World Values 
Survey. They write: 
Thus, when it comes to religion and politics, there is some evidence to suggest 
that people in advanced industrial states are in fact not all that different from 
people in agrarian societies, at least not with regards to religious leaders’ 
influence in politics (Kanji & Kuipers, 2009: 28).  
This phenomena is particularly unique in Canada and Australia where recent political 
trends have seen devoutly religious politicians like former Australian PM’s Kevin Rudd 
and Tony Abbott, and former Canadian PM Stephen Harper, leading majority secular, or 
nominally religious, nations (Gin, 2012). The undercurrent of faith in Canada within 
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Canadian culture – higher than western Europe and Australia but less than the United 
States (Gin, 2012; Malloy, 2011) – reflects not the only the unique history of religious life 
in Canada, but the particular character of the relationship between the church and state 
(Rayside et al., 2017; Harrison, 2014).  
Canada’s physical proximity to the United States invites myriad social, cultural, 
and political comparisons. As such, a notable amount of contemporary political and 
religious studies engage in case study and comparative analysis of faith trends in the 
Anglosphere, and in particular evangelicals, who as a group are seen as wielding 
significant political power in the United States, and also as having a transnational cross-
border subculture (Reimer, 2017; Bean, 2014a). Jonathan Malloy has argued that the 
Bush Jr. years in the United States, 2000-2008, significantly transformed the way in 
which non-religious and non-Conservative Canadian’s viewed their religious brethren. 
With an evangelical in the White House, public expressions of faith by Canadian political 
leaders were perceived by opponents as emblematic of creeping Americanization in 
Canadian politics (Malloy, 2009). Willie Gin (2012) notes that since the 1990’s, Canadian 
Protestants have moved to the right but not to the same degree as their American 
counterparts. This is especially true, he says, for those Canadian protestants who only 
consider religion “somewhat important” according to Canadian Election Studies and 
American National Election Studies, (cited in Gin, 2012). Gin argues this is most 
uniquely represented in “the lack of salience of religion to Canadian politics” primarily 
because some of the ambivalence of evangelical identity when it comes to voting, and 
the shifting nature of faith identity (Gin, 2012: 335; Malloy, 2009; Young, 2009). For 
example, Bean, Malloy, Young and others note that while American evangelicals made a 
hard turn to the right in the USA in the 1980’s, in Canada, this has not been the case 
(Bean, 2014; Malloy, 2009; Young, 2009). Even in the late 1990s, by a small majority, 
Canadian evangelicals preferred the centrist Liberal party over any other federal political 
party, at 55% (Malloy, 2009: 359). This leads credence to Bean’s and Rayside et al’s 
notion that conservative/progressive alignments are not matters of religion, but within 
religion (Rayside et al., 2017; Bean, 2014a; Bean, 2014b). In other words, just as 
political parties have feuding wings within their ranks, so too do religious institutions and 
subcultures of faith.  
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3.2.2. Political opportunity 
The scholarship reviewed here often positions Canada in relation to the United States 
and two other Anglo settler colonies, Australia and New Zealand. A survey of this 
literature portrays Canada as unique in its middling religiosity, somewhere between 
America and the ANZAC countries (Reimer & Sikkink, 2020; Malloy, 2017; Bean, 2014a; 
Gin, 2012; Malloy, 2011). In these accounts, Canada is often highlighted for having a 
distinct culture of religious accommodation and dialogue, paired with a lack of extremes 
when it comes to matters of public faith. Scholars note that the historical tension 
between Canada’s English and French populations, overlapping with Protestant and 
Catholic faith affiliations, has resulted in a longstanding culture of religious pluralism in 
national public life and federal politics (Rayside et al., 2017; Harrison, 2014; Young, 
2009; Malloy, 2009; Campbell, 2006; Van Die; 2001). They also observe significant 
social, political, and economic differences between the Canadian and American 
Religious Right, differences that help explain the two countries faith profiles. Importantly, 
Canada’s political structures (both cultural and economic) present more barriers to faith-
based political advocacy and lobbying than the United States (Malloy, 2017; Bean, 
2014a; Gin, 2012; Malloy, 2011). For example, Lydia Bean notes that Canadian 
evangelicals are more politically pluralistic because official multiculturalism gave 
protestants minority rights in Quebec, which she argues has produced a greater culture 
of religious accommodation (Bean, 2014a; Malloy, 2011). She also outlines how the 
Canadian government and Supreme Court have more power to impose national 
regulations than their American counterparts, meaning that faith-based activists cannot 
as easily exploit local and provincial politics in Canada as they often do in the United 
States (Bean, 2014a; Young, 2009). In addition to differing religious demographics in 
each country, perhaps the most significant contemporary accounting for the difference 
between the Canadian and United States religious right and evangelical subcultures is 
what Jonathan Malloy calls “political opportunity structures” (Malloy, 2017: 402). This 
term refers to the civic architecture of political participation in each country as well the 
organization of each country’s party system. For example, limitations on campaign 
funding and political donations in Canada as well as the significant authority Canadian 
party leaders have over their own rank-and-file (Gin, 2012; Malloy, 2011). The lack of 
PAC’s and Super PAC’s in Canada means there is a limited religious lobby in Canada 
bound to broader cultural norms of “accommodation” on key social issues (Malloy, 2011: 
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324; Young, 2009). Despite such limitations, however, open Christian faith has played a 
significant role in particular political movements in 20th Century Canada. For example, 
Malloy observes how Canadian evangelicals tended to lean toward the political left 
during the first half of the 20th Century, most notably in the social gospel tradition of 
NDP leader and Baptist minister Tommy Douglas and the CCF (the forerunner to the 
NDP). The party has since given up the language of the Christian God, but not its social 
gospel ideals (Malloy, 2011; Smith; 2006). Right wing variations have also emerged 
(Malloy, 2011; Young, 2009; Mackey, 2006). Malloy notes:  
American-style mixing of the Bible and politics did arise in the mid-century Social 
Credit Party, which governed British Columbia (1953-1972 and 1975-1991) and 
Alberta (1935-1971), and was a minor opposition party in federal politics … 
Following the demise of Social Credit as a significant national force in the early 
1970’s, evangelicalism and religion generally disappeared from Canadian party 
politics – while it was rising in the United States (Malloy, 2011: 322). 
It is only with the implosion of the federal Progressive Conservative party after the 1993 
election that social religious conservatives again made palatable inroads into 
contemporary national party politics. Jonathan Malloy notes that at one point in the late 
90’s and early 2000s – in an unprecedented confluence of history – three evangelicals 
were the public face of Canadian conservatism: Preston Manning, Stockwell Day, and 
Stephen Harper. Collectively, these leaders invited an entirely different set of political 
affects than the former national conservative leadership of Brian Mulroney and Kim 
Campbell. But it was precisely because of the breakdown of the PC party structure that 
allowed for greater religious influence and lobbying within Canadian conservative politics 
and Canada’s top-down political party composition (Malloy, 2017; Malloy 2011). 
Whereas Canada’s Westminster Parliamentary system leaves few openings for religious 
lobbies, the power vacuum within the conservative movement in the early 1990’s was an 
opportune moment (Bean, 2014a; Malloy, 2017). Malloy argues that for the most part, 
“the norms and traditions of Canadian leader-dominated parties allowed party elites to 
control religious and social conservative infiltration” 2011: 323). However, the 1990’s 
provided cracks in the leadership guard (Malloy, 2011). As such, the “boundaries of 
politics” which had constrained religious conservatives from making political inroads 
were relinquished in the reformulation of the Conservative party in the 2000’s in order to 
accommodate the Reform/Alliance wing (Malloy, 2011: 323). As well, Malloy notes that a 
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lack of national or subnational referendums work against evangelical morality politics in 
Canada (Malloy, 2017). Additionally, scholars note that Canadian federalism stretches 
religious conservative resources thin compared to their much better funded American 
compatriots (Malloy, 2017: 411; Bean, 2014a). Still, there are key moral and ethical 
issues in recent Canadian history that have captured some of the light of conservative 
Canadian politics and their faith-based allies.  
Issues like gay marriage and LBQTQ+ rights offer greater salience to Bean’s 
assessment that ethno-religious affinities have taken a back seat to “values and 
lifestyles” (Bean, 2014a: 3). In particular, the ways in which old denominational 
boundaries have been swept aside for the greater good of conservative religious political 
alignment (Rayside et al., 2017; Bean 2014a). Whereas protestant/Catholic tensions 
played a significant role in Canadian and American politics for much of the 20th Century, 
this has transformed into a progressive/conservative divide in the contemporary politics 
of Canada and the United States (Rayside et al., 2017). The 2012 Mitt Romney 
campaign is an excellent example of this. Despite being a devout Mormon – a faith that 
many evangelicals believe not to be Christian – Romney was nevertheless able to 
capture much of the evangelical Republican base, and even more evangelical support 
than Bush Jr., because of his staunch faith-based conservative positions (Pew Research 
Centre, 2012). Likewise, it has been a political strategy of the Canadian right, both 
federally and provincially, to cobble together multicultural multi-faith conservative 
coalitions whenever possible across the nation (Rayside et al., 2017; Farney, 2012). 
That said, while certainly conservative religious alignment in Canada rallied together in 
opposition to gay marriage in the 2000’s, whether or not this was a key driver of 
conservative religious support for the Conservative Party of Canada under Stephen 
Harper is unclear (Malloy, 2017; Rayside et al, 2017). Religious political scholars who 
examine the 2000s in Canada note the Liberal sponsorship scandal and the perceived 
corruption of Canada’s historical governing party was the most significant driver of voter 
choice during this time, not gay marriage (Malloy, 2017; Rayside et al., 2017, Malloy, 
2009). While the inroads that conservative Protestants made into the party apparatus 
during the late 1990’s and early 2000’s gave the religiously conservative a newfound 
voice within a major Canadian party, these social conservatives did not achieve the 
same political clout as their American brethren (Harrison, 2014; Bean, 2014a; Malloy 
2009). In fact, Malloy argues that the road of conservative religious partisanship in 
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Canada is often a highway paved with disappointment (Malloy, 2009). The major moral 
issues of the social religious right in Canada, notably gay marriage and LGBTQ+ rights, 
have been for the most part lost. Here there are important political structural distinctions 
between Canadian and American evangelical subcultures. Rayside et al note:  
Parties on the right that attract disproportionate numbers of religious 
traditionalists may want to signal their openness to such voices but realize that 
boldly acting on them would lose more votes than it might win (Rayside et al., 
2017: 20).  
Bean makes a similar observation that “the challenge for candidates, parties and interest 
groups has been to appeal to moral conservatives without provoking backlash from 
secular voters” (Bean, 2014a; 40). Perhaps the best example of this is the Canadian 
Heritage Party. Young notes:  
It is clear the articulation of traditional religious interests in Canada is within 
parties rather than by political parties. One particular exception is the Christian 
Heritage Party, which seeks to apply inerrant biblical principles to Canadian 
politics. The party has been running in national elections for 20 years, but has 
never elected a candidate.… In this instance, the exception proves the rule 
(Young, 2009: 8). 
Politically then, and despite gains by religious interests within the federal Conservative 
party, the scholars gathered here affirm in varying degrees the way in which Canadian 
politicians, as opposed to their more religiously organized southern neighbours on the 
American right, take their faith cues at the behest of the religious electoral climate, which 
is to say, barely at all. According to Gin, the invocation of faith in public life by political 
leaders in countries like Canada is entirely dependent on voter incentives to do so (Gin, 
2012). If votes can be won, and key demographic associations and coalitions built 
through the language of the divine, then such language will be used (Rayside et al, 
2017; Gin, 2012; Young, 2009). Rayside et al note: 
The continued visibility of faith-related issues in Canadian party politics is rooted 
partly in the continued importance of religion for key segments of the population, 
even if less so than in the past. It is also based in large measure on the fact that 
local places of worship constitute an almost ideal grassroots foundation for the 
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mobilization of public engagement. Conservative Protestant advocacy is in fact 
based overwhelmingly on local churches and networks, taking advantage of 
regular encounters within communities of believers (Rayside, et al., 2017: 15) 
Important to consider then is that while the lingering truce regarding public religion 
means that the language of faith is rarely explicit in Canadian civic life, this is not to be 
mistaken for a lack of religiosity and faith-based motivation in Canadian politics. For 
example, Malloy writes that when newly minted Conservative PM Stephen Harper first 
said “God Bless Canada” it brought to the fore an uncomfortable conversation – or 
perhaps better described as an agreed silence – around faith and politics in the country 
(Malloy, 2009; Campbell, 2006). So jarring was Harper’s first invocation of God as leader 
in 2006 to the perceived secular public that Ipsos Reid commissioned a national poll to 
register what Canadian’s thought of Harper’s use of “God Bless Canada” (Campbell, 
2006). Perhaps to the surprise of some, 65% agreed with the usage (Ipsos, 2006). As 
already illustrated, Harper’s evangelical persona was amplified by the presence of 
another evangelical political leader, George W. Bush, the American president during 
Harper’s first two years in office (Malloy, 2009). While certainly there were affinities 
between the two leaders, the unique character of Canadian politics significantly limits the 
American-styled influence, and political access of the Religious Right in Canada, even 
when the leader is a fellow traveller (Harrison, 2014; Bean, 2014a; Farney, 2012; Malloy, 
2009). Harper reflected back to both fiscal and social conservatives the Harper they 
wanted to see Malloy argues, though not necessarily meeting the demands of either 
(Malloy, 2009: 360). He writes: “The question of Stephen Harper’s hidden agenda social 
conservative agenda, however, remains in the eye of the beholder. We see what we 
want to see” (Malloy, 2009: 360).  
On this matter it is important to note that while the overwhelming majority of 
American evangelicals vote for conservative politicians, the same cannot be said of their 
Canadian spiritual brethren (Rayside et al., 2017; Bean, 2014a; Malloy, 2009). Indeed, 
Canada’s Religious Right minority is much more politically fluid than their southern 
neighbours, where white conservative protestants in particular disproportionality vote for 
the Republican party (Bean, 2014a; Bean, 2014b). Explaining this unique affiliation, 
Lydia Bean argues that whereas Republicanism has become a virtual tenet of 
evangelical faith in the United States, the association between having ‘true’ religion and 
‘true’ politics is not as apparent north of the border. Canadian evangelicals “share their 
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theological beliefs but not always their conservative politics” writes Bean (Bean, 2014a: 
10; Bean, 2014b). Importantly, the boundaries of the evangelical subculture in the United 
States are more heavily policed by religious social norms than they are in Canada 
(Reimer & Sikkink, 2020). Reimer and Sikkink write:  
National religious differences stem from Canadian ecumenical and cooperative 
impulse, typified in the 1925 creation of the United Church of Canada, which 
brought together Methodists, Congregationalists, and most Presbyterians. In the 
United States by comparison, the proliferation of religious groups through 
schisms distinguishes a more sectarian religious climate. This difference is 
exacerbated by stronger civil religion and nationalism south of the 49th parallel 
(Reimer & Sikkink, 2020: 84). 
Because of a more sectarian environment, the boundaries of faith are more strictly 
enforced via political identity. Reimer and Sikkink also highlight Bean’s observation of 
“subtle political cues within U.S. churches” that direct American churchgoers toward pro-
Republican political positions (Reimer & Sikkink, 2020: 85). Again, Bean suggests that 
an American-styled Religious Right has not taken hold in Canada due to the inability of 
key voices and coalitions to emerge as a unified voice on the Canadian cultural scene.  
Along these lines, Bean argues that the closest Canada has to a consensus 
Religious Right leader is Charles McVety, president of Canada Christian College.14 
Falwell-esq in his tone and approach to politics and culture war, McVety lacks both the 
media empire of his American counterparts as well as broader inter-generational appeal 
(Bean, 2014a; McDonald, 2010). As such, Bean and others argue, because of the 
transnational character of evangelical subcultures – in particular the predominance of 
American evangelical culture industry products in Canada (books, music, radio, 
speakers, cable TV channels, and films) – Canadian evangelicalism is compelled to 
derive distinctions between the US Religious Right and their own identity as Canadians 
(Reimer & Sikkink, 2020; Bean, 2014a; Malloy, 2011; Malloy 2009). This is not to say 
that MAGA-inspired faith alliances between evangelicals and far-right political groups 
and discourses in Canada do not exist, they most certainly do, (Gagné, 2020; Coren, 
2019; Fleet, 2017), but rather that Canada’s evangelical publics tend to be more centrist 
                                                
14 Gin, Bean, Harrison, and others argue that the emergence of Canada’s nascent Religious Right began as a response to 
the nation’s judicial turn after the Charter, and the rise of what the Canadian right perceives as “judicial activism” (Bean, 
2014a; Harrison, 2014; Gin, 2012: 327). 
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in political orientation, more multicultural, and more pro-state, than their American 
cousins (Coren, 2020; Malloy, 2019; Bean, 2014a). 
Media policy also plays a role in the differing influence of the cross-border 
movements. For example, Bean notes how the elimination of the Fairness Doctrine in 
1987 under Ronald Reagan paved the way for the cable media empires of some of most 
globally recognized evangelical figures, past and present, like Jerry Falwell, Pat 
Robertson, and Franklin Graham (Bean, 2014a). Bean notes:  
Right-wing Christian activists in Canada did not have their own TV and radio 
empires that would enable them to speak directly to people in the pews, because 
religious broadcasting had been systematically blocked by federal regulation 
(Bean, 2014a: 37). 
As such, the political economy of religious media in Canada places significant limits on 
home grown faith-based cultural industries (Bean, 2014a; Harrison, 2014). This is not to 
say that Canada’s does not have its renowned charismatic leaders and Christian 
celebrities, (for example televangelist faith healer Benny Hinn), but rather that American, 
as opposed to Canadian, evangelical media and cultural products remain a staple of 
Canada’s conservative protestant subcultures (Reimer & Sikkink, 2020).  
3.2.3. Conclusion 
The character of religious institutions and religious belief in Canada has drastically 
shifted over the past fifty years. Where once the country had even higher levels of 
institutional Christian affiliation than the United States, today there is a much broader, 
and non-aligned, spiritual-but-not-religious national identification. Questions remain, 
however, about the political implications of these transformations. Religious and political 
scholars have identified a nascent, multiethnic, Canadian Religious Right consisting 
primarily of conservative protestants (evangelicals) who are perceived to wield notable 
influence within Canadian conservative politics, and thus shaping key national 
discussions and policies (Malloy, 2009). That said, scholars also identify how the distinct 
characteristics of Canadian religious politics, rooted in historical Catholic/protestant and 
also historical regional and ethnic antagonisms, limit the expression and policy directives 
of faith at the federal level. They also note how Canadian party structures and campaign 
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finance regulations limit opportunities for explicit religious orientated politics. As such, 
avenues for political advancement of religious motivated ideologies face significant 
limitations within Canadian civic life.  
Relating to the broader themes of this work, there is much generative tension in 
the ways various environmental communication scholars talk about faith and climate 
change. Likewise, energy humanities thinkers, with their focus on culture and the ways 
that energy forms and directs human expression, invite linkages between the two 
scholarly communities. As such, discussing fossil fuels and faith within the same context 
necessitates an understanding of the social, political, and communicative terrain of 
analysis. What the religious political context offers is a viewpoint from which to consider 
how various observers think about the intersection of faith and public life in Canada. For 
environmental communicators, the landscape is simultaneously tempting and also 
daunting in that faith perspectives contain constellations of belief that travel significantly 
beyond views about the non-human world. This is important to consider when it comes 
to the spiritual dimensions of fossil fuels and climate change, as it speaks to both the 






Chapter 4. Methodology 
Energy extraction and consumption play a significant role in Canadian life. Because the 
burning of fossil fuels are scientifically shown to be a leading source of greenhouse gas 
emissions and climate change, the role and importance of energy and energy projects 
like oil sands and pipelines have become an increasing focus of public debate. In terms 
of faith, there are contested perspectives on what energy transition is, the necessity of it, 
and what the future of energy in Canada could/should look like, especially as it relates to 
climate change. This research seeks to explore the discursive dimensions of some of 
these contested positions. In doing so, it looks to voices that have yet to be analyzed in 
Canadian environmental communication and energy scholarship. As such, the overall 
goal of this research is to further critical understandings of the Canadian petro/political 
landscape. 
According to the 2011 Canadian census, 2/3rds of the country identifies as 
Christian, the majority of these Catholic (Statscan, 2011). A recent poll found that in 
terms of an active faith, close to 1/3 of Canadian’s consistently attend a place of worship 
at least once per monthly, the significant majority Christian (Hutchins, 2015). 
Accordingly, this research seeks to investigate and explore the ways that energy is 
understood in terms of Christian faith. To do this, what follows is a mixed-method 
engagement with Christian faith congregations, church leaders, and a mainstream 
legacy media analysis of news stories that discuss religion and fossil fuel production/use 
in Canada. In total, this study contains three research clusters; a) a review of all English 
language Canadian mainstream media coverage of Christian leaders and activists in 
relation to energy over a two year span, from 2016 to 2018, covering the initial federal 
approval of the project to the eventual federal purchase of the Kinder Morgan pipeline, 
since renamed Trans Mountain Pipeline (TMX); b) focus-group discussions with 
members of five protestant Christian faith congregations in Western Canada, four along 
the TMX pipeline route and an outlier protestant/interfaith congregation in south eastern 
BC relevant to the study because of its unique perspectives on fossil fuels; c) one-on-
one interviews with four faith leaders (two pastors, one minister and one activist 
parishioner) from communities at either end of the bitumen transport route, Fort 
McMurray, Alberta, and Burnaby, British Columbia and Vancouver Island. These three 
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clusters will be subdivided into separate case-study samples, each addressing the 
particularities and thematics of the window they offer into thinking about fossil fuels.  
Importantly, no case study is to be taken as demonstrative of an entire set of 
beliefs or cultural practices, but rather as snapshots about Canadian protestant Christian 
faith perspectives and the divergent ways that groups and individuals experience fossil 
fuels. Only age, profession, and gender of participants are noted in the study. 
Participants and congregations and church affiliations are not identified, though where 
relevant, the following identifiers are used: liturgical, mainline, Pentecostal, evangelical, 
charismatic, protestant, Catholic, conservative and progressive, sometimes in 
combination with one another. These terms are used according to how the 
congregations identify themselves through their promotional material and official 
institutional affiliations. The goal of this research is to develop a more complete picture 
of the cultural politics of energy in Canada. 
4.1. Media analysis and research design  
A vital component of this research is a quantitative/qualitative analysis of Canadian print 
news stories that relate to faith-based understandings of fossil fuels. The time frame for 
analysis spans from the date of the announcement of the Canadian federal 
government's approval of the expanded Kinder Morgan project on Nov 1, 2016, to Nov 
30, 2018, for a total of 25 months. This time frame captures the announcement of the 
Canadian government’s purchase of the pipeline as well as renewed popular 
expressions of both resistance and support of the TMX expansion. Using the newsprint 
database Canadia Newsstream, the keywords are: Christian*, pastor, priest, parishioner, 
Jesus, prayer, great spirit, religion, fossil fuels, oil sands, Kinder Morgan, Trans 
Mountain, tar sands and Burnaby Mountain.  
 Only Canadian sources were included in the sample. These news sources were 
coded and classified according to media section (opinion/news/letter), ownership, 
subject, and issue. The variables were produced using open-coding based upon a 
preliminary reading of the material. The media search produced a total sample of 171 
stories. The sample is too small to suggest authoritative quantitative findings, however, 
qualitatively the sample offers a unique insight into the way that particular ideas travel 
through Canadian English language legacy print media, as well as pointing to larger 
discursive structures in the Canadian cultural landscape. This limited number of stories 
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regarding Christian faith and fossil fuel activism in mainstream English language print 
news media, compared to 34,087 stories on the topic with the religious terms removed, 
affirms an initial hypothesis that Christian faith perspectives on fossil energy expansion 
in Western Canada are not significantly featured in English language legacy media. 
The news stories, focus groups, and interviews are analyzed using discourse 
analysis. Discourse analysis seeks to situate and understand the social meaning and 
social power of texts. Differing from the way that one might read a religious text for 
revelation or enlightenment within the document itself, discourse analysis seeks to 
understand texts in relation to social power and narrative fluidity with other cultural 
stories. Norman Fairclough (1989) writes:  
 
"Linguistics phenomena are social in the sense that whenever people speak or 
listen or write or read, they do so in ways which are determined socially and have 
social effects" (Fairclough, 1989: 23). 
 
For Fairclough, language both reflects and constitutes our physical and social worlds. 
Regarding energy and environment, language manifests in stories and narratives about 
the what, why, and how of energy. Discourses define actors and agents, establish moral 
frames for action and resistance, and present the world through a lens that enables 
particular philosophical, political, and social subjectivities. Put simply, discourses are 
stories about the world (Marshall, 2014). As such, discourse prescribes the boundaries 
and possibilities of environmental possibility. Pezzullo & Cox (2018) describe this 
process as:  
 
A pattern of knowledge and power communicated through linguistic and non-
linguistic human expression: as a result, it functions to ‘circulate a coherent set of 
meanings about an important topic’ (Fiske, 1987, p. 14). Such meanings often 
influence our understanding of how the world works or should work (Pezzullo & 
Cox, 2018: 60). 
 
The theoretical discussion of the power of discourse draws on the work of French 
scholar Michel Foucault. For Foucault, power produces knowledge and in return 
knowledge legitimates the exercise of power in the production of that knowledge 
(Foucault, 1979). This “power-knowledge” relation that Foucault describes operates 
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through discourse.  As he states in Discipline and Punish, “power is exercised rather 
than possessed" (Foucault, 1979: 26). Building on the grounding of Foucault (Prelli & 
Winters, 2009), environmental scholar John Dryzek further defines discourse as:  
 
A shared way of apprehending the world. Embedded in language, it 
enables those who subscribe to it to interpret bits of information and 
put them together into coherent stories or accounts. Discourses 
construct meanings and relationships, helping to define common 
sense and legitimate knowledge (Dryzek, 2005: 9). 
 
Discourses not only constitute the world around us but are essential to make sense of 
the world. They provide a stream of answers to questions like: What should I do? Why 
did it happen? Who is to blame? Is the crisis real or is it a disingenuous concept meant 
to mask a secret goal? How do we solve it? In the present context, we can think of the 
way that the current Canadian federal government organizes both concern for climate 
change and fossil fuel expansion within the same extractive policy apparatus. For the 
Canadian state, climate change and fossil fuels inform one another in such a way that 
concern for one, climate change, is only solvable by exploiting the other, fossil fuels. 
This particular narrative is just one of many discourses circulating concerning the 
development of, and resistance to, fossil fuel projects in Canada. Further on this aspect 
of discourse, Martin Hajer writes: 
  
Discourse is defined as a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and 
categorizations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a 
particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to 
physical and social realities (Hajer, 1995: 44). 
 
In a world of competing narratives, stories, and discourses, constellations of narratives 
emerge in the form of what Hajer calls "discourse coalitions" (Hajer, 1995: 13). These 
coalitions, or groups of stories and the sites of influence that produce them, reflect 
broader centers of social and cultural power engaged in a struggle for narrative 
hegemony. The environmental conflict "has become discursive," Hajer argues, in that "it 
no longer focuses on the question of whether there is an environmental crisis, it is 
essentially about its interpretation" (Hajer, 1995: 13-14). It is a conflict over meaning. 
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Accordingly, as Hajer notes in the words of Elmer Eric Schattschneider, "Some issues 
are organized into politics, while others are organized out" (Hajer, 1995: 42). Such 
interpretive work and the organization of meaning is on full display in Canada’s energy 
landscape. This approach to discourse, and which discourses give meaning to the world, 
is not only grounded in social and political science, but also in cognitive science. The 
field of environmental psychology in particular has affirmed the neurological and 
psychological reality of things like frames, biases, narratives, and the cognitive necessity 
of stories (Marshall, 2014). Cognitive scientist and communication strategist George 
Lakoff observes: 
 
All thinking and talking involves ‘framing.' And since frames come in 
systems, a single word typically activates not only its defining frame 
but also much of the system its defining frame is in. Moreover, many 
frame-circuits have direct connections to the emotional regions of the 
brain. Emotions are an inescapable part of normal thought. Indeed, 
you cannot be rational without emotions (Lakoff, 2010; 71-72).   
 
For Lakoff and other theorists in the cognitive sciences, narratives, stories, frames, and 
discourses are as much part of our social world as they are our biological world. The 
human brain has evolved in the context of community, language, and struggle. As 
George Marshall notes, cognitive shortcuts are evolutionarily ways to navigate threats, 
immediate dangers and in-group/out-group relations (Marshall, 2014). These notions are 
important to consider as this research aims to locate some of the narratives and stories 
that make energy visible and invisible through the lens of faith. 
4.2. Focus Group Methodology and congregation selection 
One of the challenging aspects of this project is the methodological tensions that emerge 
with mixed-method engagement. I identify this tension as a way of reiterating that the 
aim in questioning church-goers themselves is to locate and identify how the multiple 
discourses of energy and faith map onto lived experiences.  
 
Focus groups and interviews are important methodological tools that make more 
in-depth and more generative understandings possible. Focus groups have a long 
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history in marketing and communications research (Ewen, 2001; Leiss, Kline, Jhally, & 
Botterill, 2005). Through the use of open-ended and semi-guided questions, they allow 
researchers the opportunity to enter into the lived experiences of people and their 
interactions and relationships with broader social phenomena. As a form of 
hermeneutical phenomenology, this type of method engages with people and their 
experiences with a particular set of social ideas and phenomena (Creswell 1998). The 
model for these focus groups is based on the methodology found in News Media and 
Climate Politics: Civic Engagement and Political Efficacy in a Climate of Reluctant 
Cynicism by Cross et al (Cross et al., 2015). In that study, researchers aimed to identify 
varying ways in which media coverage of selected climate events impacted perceptions 
of the political possibilities of addressing climate change. Participants were chosen 
based upon a predetermined social and cultural attitude towards climate change. With 
the selected group determined, researchers asked the groups, seven in total, to review a 
set of news articles and then asked them to express their opinion about these articles. 
The methodological premise of their focus groups, similar to that of this study, is to 
examine how people make sense of a particular set of issues and themes in a setting 
where conversation and dialogue are open and encouraging. On this method, Cross et 
al state: 
 
We chose group interviews because their interactive nature allowed us 
to explore the ways participants together negotiated their responses to 
the questions and materials we present them. Group interviews also 
reduce pressure on the participants, compared to a one-on-one 
interview, which is especially important when discussing complex or 
abstract issues… (Cross, et al., 2015: 15). 
 
This particular template was chosen because it offers a manageable framework that 
allows for both reflective and scoping questions. Unlike the Cross et al study, however, 
focus groups for this study were not assigned tasks to work through, but rather 
presented with a set of 8 questions (see Appendix A). There were five focus groups in 
total, ranging from 2-8 people for a total sample of 27 people. Each group had one 
session lasting two and a half hours, including a break. All focus groups, except one, 
took place at the parishioner’s place of worship. The fifth took place at a parishioner’s 
home. Participants were not compensated for their participation. Focus group members 
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were recruited through existing personal networks or through email inquiries. The 
recruitment letter (see Appendix) described the project and provided an email address 
for participants to respond to. The leadership teams of each faith community were 
notified of the research and were also invited to participate in the research. Each 
congregation had its own focus group.  
  
 I chose to focus on protestant Christian traditions for three reasons: one, 
protestant Christianity is the majority Christian tradition in Western Canada (Hutchins, 
2015; Canada Census, 2011; McDonald, 2010; Haskell, 2008); two, conservative 
protestantism has emerged as a significant minority electorate in Canadian politics, and 
a key set of voices in the nascent Canadian Religious Right (Rayside et al., 2017; 
Harrison, 2014; Malloy, 2009); three, I have a personal history with several of the 
theological traditions that inform the research. A limitation of this research is that it  
primarily focuses on English language Canadian protestant traditions. I have chosen this 
more narrow lens (with the exception of one focus group with an interfaith congregation) 
in order to create a manageable research project. That said, the insights from this more 
narrow focus will undoubtedly provide generative material for those working on issues of 
energy and ontology, but who study different faiths.  
4.3. Petro-political context 
Discourses analysis is premised on the idea that narratives, stories, and ideas about the 
world, when connected to power, gain authority and influence. Likewise, news discourse 
analysis is premised on the idea that news media plays a significant role in shaping 
public opinion and understanding of social, cultural, and political issues. For nearly a 
century various critical scholars, market researchers, and advertisers have set out to 
both understand the power and influence of media, as well as to intervene in, move, and 
direct that influence and power. On issues of environment, in particular, news media 
plays a significant role in producing social understandings and knowledge of climate 
change, ecological crisis, and fossil fuels (Pezzullo and Cox, 2017). In the present 
Canadian context, a concerted media and PR effort is underway by Canadian energy 
lobbyists and social groups like CAPP, Energy Citizens, Alberta Proud and Ontario 
Proud, as well as various provincial governments, to pair fossil fuel extraction and the 
national interest (Gunster, et al., 2020; McCurdy, 2019; Raso & Neubauer, 2016; Adkin, 
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2016; Gunster & Saurette, 2014). Likewise, the Canadian state has been, and is, equally 
active in constructing public narratives that link fossil fuel production to national identity 
and the national imaginary (Barney, 2017). For example, Liberal Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau has argued for a distinctly Canadian dimension to fossil fuel development.15 As 
part of his 2015 Liberal manifesto, he states:  
 
My dad taught us Trudeau boys how to paddle a canoe almost as 
soon as we could walk. And like many Canadians, I’ve spent many 
summer nights out under the stars, beside a campfire, getting eaten 
alive. My dad was never a fan of bug spray. I’ve always believed that 
when it comes to our environment, we Canadians get it. We 
appreciate its beauty, understand its dangers and know its value. 
Canadians get that our wealth comes from our land and water, so we 
treat them with respect ... the environment and the economy, they go 
together like paddles and canoes. Unless you have both, you won’t 
get to where you are going, because you can’t have a strong 
economy without a healthy environment (Liberal.ca, 2015) 
 
As a first order of government after his first federal election victory, Trudeau and his 
cabinet attended COP21 in Paris in 2015 where he announced on the world stage 
"Canada is back" (Browne, 2019). The particular Trudeau brand of fossil energy 
expansion, “progressive extractivism” (Pineault, 2016), is affectively charged with 
positive and eco friendly sentiments marking a stark difference from Harper-era energy 
super power claims, though in practice differences beyond feeling are much harder to 
defend. For example, though the Trudeau Liberals banned all new oil tanker traffic off of 
BC’s north coast with Bill-67, they also purchased Kinder Morgan’s bitumen pipeline with 
plans to triple the flow of oil sands crude from Alberta to the southern BC coast, making 
Canada’s Paris 2015 emissions targets difficult, if not impossible, to meet (Nikiforuk, 
2017; Mckenna, 2017; Fletcher, 2016; Hughes, 2016). The Liberal brand of progressive 
extractivism is characterized by a commitment to rigorous environmental oversight, the 
achievement of social license, transparency in the development process, and more 
                                                
15 "As I have said for a long time, we need to make sure we are both protecting the environment and growing the 




equitable distribution of royalties and rents amongst citizens, First Nations, and other 
stakeholders (Pineault, 2016). According to Eric Pineault, progressive extractivism 
speaks to how nations seek to better position public policy in response to the potential 
pitfalls of resource dependency and other industry critiques (Pineault, 2016). Beyond 
Trudeau’s folksy appeals to a more wholesome and Canadian approach to the oil sands, 
it is also important to note that moralized or progressive views of the petroleum industry 
also have conservative and far-right variations in the Canadian context. Most notably, 
the organization Ethical Oil has attempted to make a moral case for Canadian oil sands, 
arguing that Canada’s advanced human rights record, (when selectively compared to 
other oil producers like Saudi Arabia, Venezuela, and Russia), ought to factor in to 
assessments of Athabasca bitumen (Levant, 2011). This same rhetoric is echoed almost 
verbatim by industry supporters and pro-oil sands governments across Canada. During 
his 2019 victory speech, Albertan premier Jason Kenney defended Canadian oil as a 
moral undertaking in direct opposition to “OPEC  dictatorships or Vladimir Putin’s 
Russia” (National Post, 2019).  
In contemporary Canada, one of the first voices to pierce the emerging petrol 
national narrative emerging out of the Athabasca oil sands was that of a Catholic Bishop 
from the Diocese of St. Paul in Northern Alberta. In a pastoral letter titled The Integrity of 
Creation & The Athabasca Oilsands, Bishop Luc Bouchard wrote of the then Canadian 
government and industry boosters: 
 
 The moral problem lies in their racing ahead and aggressively 
expanding the oilsands industry even though serious environmental 
problems remain unsolved after more than 40 years of on-going 
research.… The moral question has been left to market forces and 
self-regulation to resolve when what is urgently required is moral 
vision and leadership (Canadian Press, 2009).  
 
Bouchard justified his critique not only through the language of ecology and faith but the 
lens of worker populism: 
 
Whenever I drive to Fort McMurray and enter the city on highway 63, 
I appreciate reading the prominently displayed motto of the 
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Municipality of Wood Buffalo: "We Have the Energy!" The energy is 
not only in the sands but is also, as the sign implies, in the very 
hardworking people who live in this northern community… The critical 
points made in this letter are not directed to the working people of 
Fort McMurray but to oil company executives in Calgary and 
Houston, to government leaders in Edmonton and Ottawa, and to the 
general public whose excessive consumerist lifestyle drives the 
demand for oil (Bouchard, 2009). 
 
At around the same time, KAIROS, a group of ten large pro-environmental Canadian 
faith organizations and congregations, including the Anglican Church of Canada, the 
Mennonite Central Committee of Canada, and the United Church of Canada (KAIROS, 
2008), produced a report titled Christian Faith and the Canadian Tar Sands, citing the 
moral necessity to halt further oil sands production in Canada’s north. In the report, 
KAIROS identified four key moral value frames they believe should guide our thinking 
about fossil fuels: Justice, Peace, Sustainability & the Integrity of Creation, and 
Participation (KAIROS, 2008: 5). For KAIROS these ideas represent a broader two-
pronged criticism of fuel and petroculture: one, a critique of the ideology of “eternal 
progress,” which in their view is a product of the intersection between economy and fuel; 
two, a social, political, cultural and economic reorganization toward “a new energy and 
economic paradigm” (KAIROS, 2008: 13-14). The report adds, “Fossil fuels have 
provided (some parts of) the human species with a gigantic life subsidy and we are only 
now realizing that the ecological debt accrued may not have been worth it” (KAIROS, 
2008: 13). The group would eventually draw the ire of the Stephen Harper government 
for their criticism of the oil sands, and their seven million dollar Canadian International 
Development Agency contract for overseas charity work was cut by the Harper 
administration in 2009 (McDonald, 2010). In her 2010 analysis of the early Harper years, 
The Armageddon Factor, Marci McDonald writes:  
 
Within the parameters of Harper’s theo-con strategy, some expressions of 
Christianity were acceptable and others were not. Those that fell in line with 
Conservative policies and values would benefit from the government’s 
magnanimity; the rest would be left to fight for survival in a struggle that was 
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ultimately not as much about faith as it was about political hardball (McDonald, 
2010: 350-351). 
 
Concerning faith, the approach of KAIROS stands out in that it links fossil energy to 
broader understandings of petromodernity. Beyond issues of what is often referred to as 
creation care, their report reflects justice-based paradigms which argue that fuel is not 
only related to consumption, power, and material life worlds, but also to cultural 
narratives of energy ontology, ecclesiastical responsibility, and praxis. They write:  
 
There are serious ethical questions about the ecological, social and 
economic impacts of the tar sands. For the Canadian churches to 
speak to these ethical issues, they must also become involved in the 
larger discussions about the relationship between humans and the rest 
of Creation, employment and equity and about the changes to society 
that are needed for the long-term viability of our ecosystems. Unless 
the churches are willing to lead by example, our criticism of fossil fuel 
development and economic strategies will be blunted (KAIROS, 2008: 
15). 
 
Beyond Canada’s borders, some of the most provocative interventions into the Canadian 
oil imagination have come from faith leaders who have visited the oil patch. Perhaps 
most famously, in 2014 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, Archbishop Desmond Tutu visited 
Northern Alberta, saying the project as a whole was a manifestation of human 
“negligence and greed” (Solomon Wood, 2014).  
4.4. Why Faith?  
The ability of faith to articulate moral, populist, and ontological frames about fossil fuel 
extraction and consumption is a unique consideration of this research. Thinking back to 
the critical questions mentioned at the top, we begin to see how the generative 
possibilities of faith pose a rich scholarly terrain for differing energy imaginaries. The 
following descriptive picture describes this orientation more clearly: 
Every Sunday a fascinating thing happens. All across Canada, people gather 
together to negotiate their individual and collective relationship to a thing more significant 
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than themselves. In rented school gymnasiums, small country halls, in suburban living 
rooms, in urban convention centers and numerous other structures of size and 
dimension, they engage in social practices that centre on how to live a meaningful life, 
and how to achieve outward markers of that life. Much of what happens on any given 
Sunday is about how to be a better Christian in the world, and by extension, how to be 
better for the world according to the ethics of their particular traditions. However, that is 
not all. These questions inform and constitute those gathered on how they should relate 
to one another. They share stories. They share resources. They share networks. They 
share time. And they share an interconnected worldview based upon a broader 
ontological relation – there is a God and that God has a plan, (the specifics of which one 
can know, or not know, depending upon the theological tradition one belongs to). To 
those outside of the culture of these particular Christian faiths, and many within as well, 
this somewhat glowing description can cause an immediate reaction. It goes without 
saying that numerous regressive, violent, racist, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, 
xenophobic, colonial, and reactionary social forces have caused, and continue to cause, 
immense harm in this world under the rubric of Christian faith. Equally, however, 
Christian faith movements have spearheaded some of the most socially progressive 
changes in the world, including the American Civil Rights movement, resistance to 
oppressive regimes in South Africa and Central America, as well as the countless faith-
based community services dealing with addictions, poverty, and social welfare in major 
urban centres in Canada. This research does not endeavor to wade into a debate about 
the net good or net harm of Christian faith. It takes the position that faith is but one of 
many subjectivities that constitute our political, social, and cultural identity. The goal 
instead is to locate the mediated discourses and forums of belief that express faith-
based approaches to energy, and to explore how national media narratives are 
constituted, and challenged, by the lived experiences of believers.  
4.5. *A note on chapter organization 
In addition to the literature review, amidst each set of focus groups and one-on-
one interviews are scholarly interjections and engagements that contextualize the 
participant’s reflections within the broader academic context. This is done for two 
reasons. First, as a stylistic practice I am more akin to the language of conversation than 
more traditional modes of academic expression, especially as this thesis engages with 
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materials and ideas across disciplines. This means the tone, style, and expression of 
ideas within is done with an intention of meditation and cross-genre translation 
(Hayward, 2015; Giltrow, Gooding, Burgoyne, & Sawatsky, 2014; Graff, Birkenstein, & 
Maxwell, 2012). Second, I find that key moments of participant reflection invite scholarly 
intervention, especially when interviewees touch upon contested topics within 
environmental communication and energy humanities. Also, at the beginning of each 
focus group and interview chapter is an abstract that reviews the significant points of 
discussion and dissension for the group, as well as offering brief biographical 
descriptions on where interviewees and their denomination sit along the Canadian 
political spectrum. The overall goal is to produce a final thesis project wherein the more 
academic elements are woven amongst the real life experiences of those whose stories I 





Chapter 5. Four stories and two narratives of faith 
This chapter looks at 25 months of mainstream media news coverage in Canada about 
spiritual belief and fossil fuels, from Nov 1, 2016 to Nov 30, 2018. This window 
encompasses a particular moment in the social, political, and narrative struggle over the 
meaning of fossil fuel extraction in Canada – the federal approval of Kinder Morgan’s 
Trans Mountain Pipeline in November 2016 to the federal government’s eventual 
purchase, and second approval, of the pipeline expansion project in 2018. This two-year 
span saw massive discursive and physical mobilization both for and against the project’s 
approval, including public rallies, mass arrests, and court injunction order against 
opponents blocking access to the Kinder Morgan’s Burnaby Mountain terminal, and 
other corporate infrastructure. The aim of the chapter is to establish the character of faith 
perspectives on fossil fuels in Canadian mainstream legacy English language print 
media during this time.  
5.1. Search terms 
The search terms for the media survey were built through an open coding process using 
the online media database Canadian Newsstream, looking at newspapers, blogs, and 
websites. Due to the ubiquity of faith language used to describe our world, (for example 
the words “faith” and “belief” are common in economic discourse), the terms had to be 
parsed in a way so as to generate a manageable and demonstrable sample. The survey 
is also designed to reveal results specific to the Trans Mountain Pipeline and Christian 
faith in Canada, as well as more general invocations of sacred and spiritual language. In 
addition, the terms had to account for the ubiquity of the first name and surname 
“Christian,” as well as the noun “Christian” in the names of institutions and organizations 
like the Christian Labour Association of Canada (who do not necessarily engage in faith 
perspectives), and the inclusion of place in names like “Burnaby Mountain Secondary 
School”, Burnaby Mountain being the most significant site of police conflict in resistance 
to the Trans Mountain project. With these parameters in effect, the search terms are as 
follows: 
“("Christian*" or "pastor" or "priest" or "parishioner" or "Jesus" or "prayer" or 
"great spirit" or "religion") AND ("fossil fuels” or “oil sands" or "Kinder Morgan" or 
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"Trans Mountain" or "tar sands" or "Burnaby Mountain") NOT "Christian Bayle" 
NOT “Christian Green” NOT “Christian Andersen” NOT “Wayne Christian” NOT 
“Christian Bacher” NOT “Christian Science” NOT “Lars Christian” NOT “The 
Jesus and Mary Chain” NOT “Christian F. Wetherbee” NOT “Christian Dior” NOT 
“Christian Mulliez” NOT “Christian White” NOT “Christian Montigny” NOT “Texas 
Christian University” NOT “Jeremy Joseph Christian” NOT “Christian Labor 
Association of Canada” NOT “Christian P. Bayle” NOT “Jesus Azanza” NOT 
“Christian Thimann” NOT “Christian Hochfeld” NOT “Christian Ramirez” NOT 
“Christian Wolfgang” NOT “Gustavo Jesus” NOT “Steve Priest” NOT “Felipe de 
Jesús Cantú” NOT “Jesus Seade” NOT “William of Orange Christian School” 
NOT “Christian Brown” NOT "Christian Aid Africa" NOT "Jesus Ortega" NOT 
“Christina Juneau” NOT “Christian Messmacher” NOT “Jesus Blasquez” NOT 
“Christian Buss” NOT “Christian Aid” NOT “Credo Christian” NOT “Vernon 
Christian” NOT “Christian Sheperd” NOT “Desyree Jesus” NOT “Canada-Korean-
Pastor” NOT “Sussex Christian School” NOT “Christian Britschgi” NOT “Burnaby 
Mountain Secondary School”” 
In total, these terms yielded 556 results. When culled for duplicates and relevance (the 
terms must be used in relation to one another and not appear randomly), the total 
sample is 171 stories. This original search yield of 556 is significant when put in contrast 
to the amount of stories produced without the eight faith terms included ("Christian*" or 
"pastor" or "priest" or "parishioner" or "Jesus" or "prayer" or "great spirit" or "religion"). 
Indeed, when the same search over the same time frame is done using only the fossil 
fuel terms ("oil sands" or "Kinder Morgan" or "Trans Mountain" or "tar sands" or "Burnaby 
Mountain"), the result is 34,087 stories. When parsed for relevance and duplicates, 171 
stories remain, or 0.5% of a possible 34,087 (see Table 1). Postmedia is the dominant 
news source in the sample, constituting 71% of all items (see Table 7). The 171 stories 
are identified as the “Total” sample, which includes a significant amount of syndicated 
stories that primarily appear across the vast national network of Postmedia in their 
regional and community outlets (see Table 7). Of these, 50% are editorials/op-eds/ 
columns, 43% news or features, and 7% letters to the editor (see Table 10). There is 
also a “Without Syndicates” sample consisting of 79 stories (see Table 8 and Table 11). 
Of these, 49% are editorials/op-eds/columns, 38% news or features, and 13% letters to 
the editor (see also Table 11). Importantly, the analysis deals mostly with the “Total” 
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sample (171 stories) for reasons detailed below, though a secondary reading of the 
material is also included based upon the “National” sample, 23 stories (see table 13). 
The “National” market sample consists only of items that appear in Canada’s three 
national legacy media English language papers – the National Post, the Globe and Mail, 
and the Toronto Star (see Table 12 and Table 13).  
The study focuses on English language legacy media as opposed to other 
possibilities like social media, independent/alternative media, on-line only media, or 
French language sources. This is for several reasons. Firstly, to produce a manageable 
project one must make choices not only about sample characteristics and size, but also 
about the compatibility/comparability of differing mediums, media forms, and social 
contexts of consumption. Because of the unique rhetorical and language features of 
non-print mediums, I chose to focus on only one medium for the sake of analytical 
consistency. Secondly, online media sources, either social media or news websites like 
CBC or broadcasters like CTV, pose unique challenges and frameworks to the study of 
news discourse. As of 2020, news databases like Canadian Newsstream or Factiva do 
not consistently catalogue online media stories from independent, state, and 
ideologically diverse news sites like the Tyee, the National Observer, the Post Millennial, 
or public broadcasters like the CBC. In order to have assurances of a consistent sample, 
I chose only one database, Canadian Newsstream, which produced a larger sample 
than Factiva.  
It is relevant to acknowledge the limits of designing the sample in this way. For 
example, the study does not address the rich discourses that appear in multimedia-
based sources, nor does it track how audiences engage with material through actions 
such as posting, liking, or sharing. That said, it is also important to note that legacy 
media, in addition to having its own unique audiences, constitutes a significant portion of 
what is shared and consumed on social media (Hendrickx, 2020; Ferreira, 2018; Diel, 
2017). Legacy media also maintains many elements of its traditional “gatekeeping” role 
in what Jane Singer (2013) calls a negotiated “two-step gatekeeping process” between 
legacy and social media platforms (cited in Ismail, Torosyan, & Tully, 2019: 172; 
Ferreira, 2018). As well, recent studies suggest that legacy media is still a primary 
source of news production and therefore an important constituting element of how public 
narratives are shaped, formed, and shared on social media (Hendrickx, 2020; Diel, 
2017). As such, legacy media can still be considered representative of broader national 
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opinion on par with social and online media (Adam, Reber, Häussler, & Schmid-Petri, 
2020; Painter, Kristiansen, & Schäfer, 2018). 
Where possible and relevant, I have added media perspectives from beyond the 
legacy media sample to inform the broader qualitative and discursive context of the 
analysis. I believe this has produced both a manageable media sample as well as 
offering a useful window into this particular forum of national discourse, and insights on 
how the production of national opinion is channeled through/by powerful media 
organizations. I believe the publications in this study allow for the best possible 
assessment of national English language discourses in Canada on the subject.  
In terms of the focus on English language media, I look to Gunster, Fleet, and 
Neubauer (2021) who, in “Challenging Petro-nationalism: Another Canada is Possible?”, 
argue that because of the Western and English Canada orientation of recent energy 
pipeline projects like Northern Gateway, Trans Mountain, Coastal Gaslink, and Keystone 
XL, as well as the physical location of the oil sands in Alberta and Saskatchewan, the 
case can be made that the most prolific discussions of these topics will occur in media 
associated within these social and physical geographies. And indeed, their method and 
sampling investigations support this claim, with the significant portion of fossil fuel 
related stories in Canada primarily appearing in English language media (Gunster et al., 
2021).  
5.2. Faith and Canadian public discourse 
An important context for this investigation is to consider the ways that Christian faith and 
other religious perspectives already appear in contemporary Canadian English language 
print media and public discourse on matters of social and national significance. As 
covered in earlier chapters, the historical ethno-religious dimensions of Canada’s 
political culture has produced a broader norm of reticence around faith, politics, religious 
language, and public life. However, this is not to say that faith does not enter into public 
conversation at important moments and on key social issues. The most recent federal 
election serves as an interesting example. In the 2019 contest, the spiritually informed 
ethical and moral beliefs of former Conservative leader Andrew Scheer were 
consistently labeled as out of step with mainstream Canada by his political adversaries 
(Van Dusen, 2019; Harris, 2019; Boynton, 2019). In particular, Scheer’s reluctance to 
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march in gay pride parades as well as his personal pro-life beliefs on abortion – rooted in 
his conservative faith views – distracted from his party’s claims to represent all of 
Canada. Noting Scheer’s absence at a Pride march in Vancouver, Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau said of his opponent:  
I really wish Andrew Scheer were here today to pass that message to kids in 
rural areas who might be suffering bullying, suffering challenges, that we 
support them right across the board … But I’m here with politicians who do 
(Boynton, 2019). 
Still, despite being considered beyond the boundaries of national sentiment on specific 
rights issues, Scheer’s party won the majority vote in the 2019 federal election,16 though 
not government. Even more recently, comments considered to be homophobic and 
sexist made by religious social conservative candidates in BC’s 2020 election played a 
role in swinging several provincial Liberal ridings toward the NDP (Beers and Olaniyan, 
2020; Willcocks, 2020; Ryan, 2020; Hunter & Bailey, 2020). It is also important to note 
that while certainly Indigenous land defenders and water protectors forefront questions 
of spirit, creation, and cosmological justice as part of claims to resisting fossil fuel 
projects, these claims have not necessarily allied discursively with compatriot faith 
language on the national scale (Lam, 2020), or in national media. This, despite the 
existence of numerous activist Christian faith organizations, mainline denominations, 
and ecumenical groups that are critical of fossil fuels (Lam, 2020; Callison, 2014; 
McDonald, 2010). In fact, as the media analysis suggests, even amidst the 
demonstrable importance of faith and spirituality to a significant minority of Canadians, 
and also First Nations land defenders and water protectors, there is a relative absence in 
mainstream legacy media on the topic of spiritual belief and fossil fuels. The next section 
explores some of the characteristics of this observation in more detail. 
5.3. Issues compared: Climate change, abortion, and 
LGBTQ rights 
Climate change is a top social and political issue in Canada. After winning what Chris 
Turner called Canada’s “climate change election” in 2019 (Turner, 2019), PM Justin 
Trudeau told the country: 
                                                
16 Largely due to the Conservative’s impressive regional support in western Canada. 
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Friends, you are sending us to Ottawa with a clear mandate. Continue to go 
forward and to move this country forward…. To show even greater vision and 
ambition as we tackle the greatest challenge of our times—climate change. And 
that is exactly what we will do (Mclean’s, 2019). 
 
If climate change is indeed the “greatest challenge of our times” (Maclean’s, 2019)17 as 
Trudeau proclaimed after winning his second government, one might expect to see the 
religious and spiritual dimensions of such a formidable social obstacle expressed in 
national media forums. However, like fossil fuels, while climate change is a significant 
issue on the Canadian political stage, the faith dimensions of the crisis are not readily 
apparent within mainstream media discourse. Paired with the same religious identifiers 
as the primary fossil fuels search above, the terms “climate change” and “global 
warming” together yield 538 unedited results out of 47,130 (see Table 2). The same 
search using the fossil fuel terms yields 556 unedited results (see Table 1). As a 
percentage of the overall stories, faith discourses on climate change are even less 
common than those on fossil fuels, at 1.14% of all stories (compared to 1.63% for fossil 
fuels). This limited ratio is not the case when we consider other social issues that have 
courted faith perspectives in Canada. For example, if we use the same religious terms 
and time frame as the media sample but replace the fossil fuel terms with  "gay marriage 
" or "LGBTQ" or "homosexuality," significantly more results appear as a percentage of 
the total stories on the topic – 2579 out of a total 13,631 (see Table 3). As a portion this 
means that 18.9% of all aggregate stories in Canada that engaged with questions of 
sexual politics also included varied faith perspectives on the issue. In contrast, 1.63% of 
aggregate stories about fossil fuels contained discursive elements of faith (see Table 3). 
Likewise, reproductive rights in Canada often invoke or invite faith perspectives on either 
side of the issue. When the fossil fuel search terms are replaced with “abortion,” again a 
much greater percentage of the aggregate stories contain faith perspectives than stories 
about fossil fuels or climate change – 2391 out of a total 10,102, or 23.7% (see Table 3).  
                                                
17 Trudeau echoing former Australian PM Kevin Rudd’s “greatest moral challenge of our time” 2007 claim in regards to 
climate change. https://theconversation.com/its-ten-years-since-rudds-great-moral-challenge-and-we-have-failed-it-75534 
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5.4. Papal Encyclical  
One of the most recent salvos launched into the faith and environment arena is Pope 
Francis’s 2015 Papal Encyclical, Laudato Si: On care for our common home (Francis, 
2015). In the tract, Francis makes the biblical case for ecological justice, climate change 
action, and greater spiritual communion with the non-human world. Pope Francis writes: 
Care for nature is part of a lifestyle which includes the capacity for living together 
and communion. Jesus reminded us that we have God as our common Father 
and that this makes us brothers and sisters.... This same gratuitousness inspires 
us to love and accept the wind, the sun and the clouds, even though we cannot 
control them. In this sense, we can speak of a “universal fraternity” (Francis, 
2015: 165-166). 
Importantly, in the Papal Encyclical Francis specifically identifies hydrocarbons as a key 
ingredient of anthropogenic climate change. Paired with a message of Christian morality 
and a critique of earthly power, he states: 
Many of those who possess more resources and economic or political power 
seem mostly to be concerned with masking the problems or concealing their 
symptoms, simply making efforts to reduce some of the negative impacts of 
climate change. However, many of these symptoms indicate that such effects will 
continue to worsen if we continue with current models of production and 
consumption (Francis, 2015: 21). 
The Pope’s call for climate justice and action on global warming was covered widely in 
media around the world, and in Canada as well. The influence of his call, however, 
remains debated (Jenkins et al, 2018). In their review of impacts of Francis’s encyclical, 
Jenkins et al observe: 
Although research on this question has generally concluded that LS produced a 
measurable, positive bump in levels of concern about climate change, there is 
also data that support the secondary force argument described above. That is, 
Pope Francis’s intervention into public conversations about climate change 
seems to have further polarized the issue, hardening both liberal and 
conservative views on the matter (Jenkins et al, 2018: 88). 
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What we can see in terms of Canadian media is that while there has been some 
discussion of Laudato si’ during the 25-month time frame of this research, attention to 
the encyclical was not a significant subject of discussion in Canadian English language 
legacy mainstream media regarding Trans Mountain. A total of 237 stories containing 
the search terms "Encyclical" OR  "Laudato si'" OR "On care for our common home" 
appear in English language media from Nov 1, 2016 to Nov 30, 2018 (see Table 4). 
When the fossil fuel terms are added to the search ("fossil fuels” or “oil sands" or "Kinder 
Morgan" or "Trans Mountain" or "tar sands" or "Burnaby Mountain"), only three stories 
appear – or just over 1% of all stories that discuss the Papal Encyclical also discuss 
fossil fuels (see Table 4). This is an interesting figure given that since the publication of 
Laudato si’ in 2015 the Pope has been a leading advocate for urgent and substantial 
action on climate change. For example, Francis has addressed the United Nations on 
the matter, used his platform to communicate with the estimated two billion Catholics on 
earth about the urgency of the climate crisis, and even chastised the world’s leading 
fossil fuel CEO’s in a private audience at the Vatican (Harrabin, 2019; McKibben, 2018; 
Mooney, 2015). The stories that do reference the Pontiff in the sample in relation to 
fossil fuels do so in the context of the tension between two populist bents – Trumpism on 
one side and Francis on the other. Nicole Winfield’s news feature “Pope Francis to meet 
with Trump at the end of May,” syndicated in the Medicine Hat News and the Daily 
Gleaner in Fredericton, New Brunswick, describes the relation in the following way: 
Francis wants to end the use of fossil fuels, while Trump has pledged to cancel 
payments to U.N. climate change programs and pull out of the Paris climate 
accord…. Francis also wrote an entire encyclical about the environment and the 
moral imperative to save God's creation, denouncing how the wealthy had 
destroyed the Earth at the expense of the poor. At the end of the audience, he 
will most certainly hand over a copy of "Praise Be" to Trump, who has sought to 
get rid of regulations he feels are burdensome to business (Winfield, 2017). 
Meanwhile, a letter-to-the editor in The Recorder and Times, Brockville, Ontario, invokes 
Francis the following way: 
It is absolutely critical that people of all faiths and of no faith affirm their 
responsibility as stewards of creation. The Pope knows that, as do we. 
Unfortunately, just praying will not save our air, our water, our soil and all living 
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creatures, including Homo Sapiens. This past June in Nature, leading world 
climate analysts warned that we have only three years left to safeguard our 
planet.… I invite all people of prayer and of no prayer to tweet, message, 
FaceTime, email, call or send a letter to their Member of Parliament to push for a 
far more aggressive national carbon tax on all carbon emissions (Lavallee, 
2017).  
Both articles offer a similar synopsis regarding the eco-perspectives of the current 
papacy. Winfield in particular articulates a focused political distinction between the 
imperatives of faith and the fossil fuel industry. In doing so, Winfield makes a not so-
subtle argument in regards to the political inclinations of a justice-informed faith. 
Meanwhile, Lavallee’s letter makes the explicit case for a religiously informed 
perspective on climate change and petro-politics in Canada. Interestingly, this latter 
perspective is only one of a handful of examples of stories in Postmedia that are overtly 
critical of the fossil fuel industry. 
5.5. Media analysis and overall results 
While energy extraction and fossil fuels constitute a significant topic in English language 
legacy media and public discourse, the connection between faith and spiritual 
perspectives on fossil fuel development is limited in comparison (see Tables 1, 2, 3, and 
4). Moreover, as identified above, when put in contrast with other issues that have 
cultivated faith perspectives in recent Canadian political discussions – reproductive 
rights, LGBTQ rights, and gay marriage – fossil fuels garner significantly less attention 
(Table 3). Although the sample is not large enough to stake solid quantitative findings,18 
qualitatively it does reveal novel characteristics about the forms that faith and fuel 
discussions take on within mainstream legacy English print media.  
It is important to identify at the outset that out of 171 stories in the sample, 56 
articles, or nearly 1/3rd out of the set, are two single-authored stories syndicated widely 
across Postmedia channels – one by a reporter at the Calgary Herald and the other a 
reporter at Sun Media network (see Table 5). Without these two articles, (one a column 
and the other identified as news by the publisher), the sample looks markedly different 
                                                
18 When it comes to discourse analysis, Saurette and Gunster (2011) remind us that “qualitative study of the rhetorical 
patterns of particular discourse generates insights and knowledge which are different, but no less valuable, than those 
offered by quantitative analysis” (Saurette and Gunster, 2011: 198-199). 
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(see Table 8). However, because each syndication represents a unique media 
impression within Canada’s diverse regional media markets, their inclusion reveals an 
underlying political economy of particular viewpoints and as such I believe their inclusion 
is qualified. As Gunster et al note in their work on climate change and hypocrisy 
discourse, the syndication of a few voices can significantly shape narratives around 
climate change and the politics of addressing it, in particular columnists (Gunster et al., 
2018a; Gunster et al., 2018b). Significantly, Postmedia, known for its pro-extraction 
viewpoints (Gunster & Saurette, 2014), accounts for 71% of the total sample, or 121 
articles (see Table 7). Adding to this concentration of meaning, 45% of all stories in the 
sample are dedicated to just two topics (see Table 9): the 2017 political row over the 
Canadian Summer Jobs grant which pits religious organizations in Alberta against 
environmental groups in British Columbia; and Justin Trudeau’s 2018 listening tour stop 
in Peterborough, Ontario, where he was criticized over the carbon tax by a self-identified 
“Christian single mother.” Anti-pipeline protests by either people of faith or Indigenous 
land defenders together totaled 15% of stories, 20 stories regarding the former and 6 
stories for the latter respectively (see Table 9). Based upon an initial review of the 
material, I identified four single-issue events or topics that characterize the overall 
sample. In some cases the issue/event is a single article. These topics/events, or 
storylines, are outlined in (see Table 9). If sources contained multiple storylines, the 
event/topic that appeared first, and/or that constituted a significant majority of the story 
compared to other narrative threads within the text, was selected. While there are other 
outlier storylines and perspectives found in the sample, the qualitative analysis primarily 









Table 1. Fossil fuel stories with faith terms included (aggregate and reviewed 
portions). 
 
Table 2. Climate change and global warming with faith terms included 
(aggregate only). 
 
Table 3. Other social issue terms with faith terms as a percentage of “Total” 
stories on the issue compared.  
 






















Table 4. Papal Encyclical with and without fossil fuel search terms. 
 
Table 5. Top 5 syndicated stories by a single author as a percentage of 
“Total” sample.19 
 
Table 6. Top 5 authors as a percentage of “Without Syndicates” sample (79)20 
 
                                                
19 19.9% (34 stories) Akin, David: “Trudeau faces lambasting at public forum; 'Listening' Tour Prime Minister Talks Oil 
Sands, Electricity Costs” and “'You've failed me'; Ont. single mom blasts Trudeau, Wynne over Hydro Costs” *same story, 
two different titles. 12.9% (22 stories) Corbella, Licia: “Job funding farce reveals Trudeau's hypocrisy” and “Farce to be 
reckoned with” and “PM's Cynicism Over Jobs Grant Funding Farcical” ” *same story, three different titles. 3.51% (6 
stories) Sun Media Editorial: “Fed summer jobs blunders continue” 2.92% (5 stories) Selley, Chris: “Freedom of religion, 
and why the Liberals still don't get it; Challenge people's ethics, and they might surprise you” 2.92% (5 stories) 
Washington Post op-ed: “America's Justin Trudeau obsession is getting old: 'Although Trudeau remains popular, he has 
plenty of critics'” 
20 (4 stories), Boothby, Lauren: (News) Burnaby Now; (3 stories) Seucharan, Cherise: (News) Torstar; (2 stories), Denton, 

























Table 7. Amount of stories per publication as a portion of “Total” sample 
(%’s rounded). 
 
Table 8. Amount of stories per publication as a portion of “Without 
Syndicates” sample (%’s rounded). 
 
Table 9. Top 4 single issues, events, or topics as a % of “Total” sample. 
 


































Table 10. Article location by section of “Total” sample. 
 
Table 11. “Without syndicates” sample (79) articles by location. 
 
Table 12. National Post, Globe and Mail, and Torstar as a portion of “Total” 
sample (24). 
 










































Table 13. National Post, Globe and Mail, and Torstar as a portion of “Without 
Syndicates” sample (23). 
 
Table 14. “National” sample: National Post, Globe and Mail, and Torstar by 
media section (23 total).21 
 
5.7. Story 1 – Summer Jobs Program: Mustard Seed versus 
Dogwood Initiative. 
In 2017 the Canadian Liberal government opted to add an obligatory declaration in order 
                                                
21 The national sample is 24 stories out of 171 in the total sample (Table 9), and 23 stories out of 79 in the without 
syndicates sample (Table 10). The reason for the discrepancy between 24 stories and 23 stories in the total versus the 
without syndications sample is that one editorial feature was published twice in the Globe and Mail at two distinct 
moments almost a year apart, once in 2016 and once in 2017. This double publication is considered a syndication rather 
than a duplicate because of the time lapse between the two. Representing a quarter of the without syndicates sample, 










































to apply for the federal Summer Jobs program. The grant is a widely used national pool 
of funds that provides wage subsidies to 1000’s of non-profit organizations across the 
country. Over the years, groups from the religious sector of Canada have counted on the 
fund to support their operations for things like bible camps for children and faith-based 
social services. The Trudeau Liberals added a stipulation to the program that in order to 
receive funding, groups had to agree to a statement expressing their adherence to the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, including explicit support for reproductive 
and LGBTQ rights. For religious Christian conservative organizations hoping to access 
the funds, it was read as a requirement obliging them to support gay marriage and 
abortion. One group in particular, Mustard Seed, a Calgary-based Christian organization 
that serves the inner-city homeless, became the symbol of those threatened to be nixed 
from the fund for refusing to sign the declaration. The reaction to the new affirmation was 
swift and partisan. What really upset opponents of the new terms is that while numerous 
faith groups were refused funding because they would not put their name to the pro-
Charter declaration, Dogwood Initiative, a British Columbian civil society group that 
advocates for issues like pro-representation and the end of fossil fuels, was approved. 
Articulated as both an issue of religious free speech and economic common sense, 
conservative commentators pitted the faith-based Mustard Seed versus the Charter-
embracing environmentalist Dogwood Initiative. In a column titled “Freedom of religion, 
and why the Liberals still don't get it,” Calgary Herald columnist Chris Selley wrote. 
Now imagine they had asked every progressive minded summer camp to attest, 
say, that "it's important to get Alberta's natural resources to tidewater," or that 
"there is no Charter right to abortion." The howling would have rather increased, 
no? (Selley, 2018). 
In a piece titled “PM's Cynicism Over Jobs Grant Funding Farcical; Funding approved for 
anti-pipeline group but churches that help homeless out of luck,” fellow Calgary Herald 
columnist Licia Corbella wrote: 
 In Calgary, Alberta United Conservative Party Leader Jason Kenney summed 
things up best: "Trudeau basically says, 'If you're involved in illegal protests, if 
you're involved in undermining our constitutional respect for the rule of law and 
free trade within Canada and federal jurisdiction over pipelines, if you're involved 
in opposing all of those things, you get rewarded with a handout,'" said Kenney. 
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‘But if you're serving the homeless, the poor and disadvantaged kids but you 
won't sell your conscience out to Justin Trudeau you get punished’ (Corbella, 
2018). 
Caught in the doldrums of flat oil prices and corresponding provincial economic 
downturn, the policy was articulated by opponents within the context of both the Trans 
Mountain Pipeline conflict between Alberta and British Columbia and a broader anti-
Trudeau disposition. Characteristic of this discursive constellation was National Post 
columnist Rex Murphy who, in a column titled “Like a hammer blow for the unemployed; 
How Do Out-Of-Work Canadians Feel When They See Government Subsidizing Their 
Joblessness?,” articulated a normative Canadian sensibility under-attack by the nations 
ideologically driven Liberal masters. 
If you are an Albertan, or a Newfoundlander, or for that matter a person from any 
Canadian province or territory, who has been laid off and out of work for the past 
couple of years because of the downturn in the oil industry, and the fierce 
opposition to all efforts - pipeline construction - to revive it, the news that your 
federal government is funding summer jobs for professional groups whose only 
goal is to kill the oil sands forever, must be a hammer blow to the head (Murphy, 
2018). 
Central to this perspective is an underlying ethic of care premised upon a benevolent 
division between the “real” economy and the nonprofit sector. With appropriate 
deference to the extractive industry, Mustard Seed and its Christian ethos represent the 
type of care that oil sands extraction enables, Christian charity and social solidarity. 
Meanwhile, Dogwood represents the worst ethical standards of what pipeline opponents 
have come to mean – they bite the hand that feeds. Corbella writes: 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau's Canada Summer Jobs debacle is growing even 
more farcical, but not any more funny…. The feds are creating a $15-a hour job 
designed to stop thousands of high-paying jobs - not to mention huge royalty 
revenues and property taxes - that would be created if the federally approved 
twinning of the already existing 65-year old Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain pipeline 
is allowed to proceed.  Meanwhile, The Mustard Seed Street Ministry - and 
thousands of other faith-based organizations - got zero Canada Summer Jobs 
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funding from the federal government to help Alberta's homeless citizens (Corbella, 
2018). 
Such positions are common in the Calgary Herald. For several decades the publication 
has been the epicenter of Canada’s pro-oil sands lobby, consistently defending the 
overall benefits of the industry and defending it from attack (Gunster & Saurette, 2014). 
The paper’s parent company, Postmedia, in a leaked funding pitch to the Canadian 
Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP), made an appeal to Canada’s leading 
petroleum lobby in 2014 saying: “We will work with CAPP to amplify our energy mandate 
and to be a part of the solution to keep Canada competitive in the global marketplace” 
(Livesey, 2015; Uechi & Miller, 2014). This constellation of intentions is just one of 
several ways that pro-extraction ideals are revealed through an interpolated national 
faith-based subjectivity. 
5.8. Story 2 – “I’m just a Christian” 
After ten years of accusations of governing in secrecy, newly minted Canadian Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau vowed to do government differently than his Conservative 
predecessor Stephen Harper. Part of this commitment to transparency was making 
himself available to the public and the media through listening tours and public town 
halls across the country. In the middle of the Trans Mountain struggle and a national PR 
campaign on his forthcoming federal carbon tax legislation, Trudeau spent many of 
these public meetings articulating his government’s position on both supporting Trans 
Mountain but also phasing out the oil sands over the long term. Such appearances 
offered opportunities for supporters and opponents alike to score discursive and 
symbolic points over one another in the open forum. In a news story titled “Trudeau 
faces lambasting at public forum” Postmedia reporter David Akin writes about what 
happened at one of these events in Peterborough, Ontario, in January 2017.  
Describing herself as “a Christian, single, hardworking mom,” 55-year old Kathy 
Katula took to the microphone and addressed the PM: 
‘I lived off Kraft dinner, hotdogs, whatever it took to survive but I brought that 
home and I'm proud. But something's wrong now, Mr. Trudeau. My heat and 
hydro now cost me more than my mortgage,’ she said. ’How do you justify to a 
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mother of four children, three grandchildren, physical disabilities, and working up 
to 15 hours a day - how is it justified for you to ask me to pay a carbon tax when I 
only have $65 left of my paycheque every two weeks to feed my family?’ (Akin, 
2017). 
Accompanying the story is an image of Trudeau embracing Katula and speaking closely 
into her ear. In response to Katula’s question, the PM attempted to clarify the difference 
between the not-yet-imposed federal carbon tax and Ontario’s own carbon and energy 
cost plan by the Wynne government. But, as Akin accounts, this clarification only further 
affirmed the discursive waters. Here was Trudeau offering a justification for a 
complicated and out of reach set of policies that has left this Christian woman in tears 
over the cost of home heating. 
This single story written in the style of news and appearing in the news section 
was the most prolific byline in the sample, representing 20% of all stories and syndicated 
in 34 distinct Postmedia and Sun Media outlets. It appeared under two headlines, 
“'You've failed me'; Ont. single mom blasts Trudeau, Wynne over hydro costs” in the Sun 
Media chain, and “Trudeau faces lambasting at public forum; 'Listening' Tour Prime 
Minister Talks Oil Sands, Electricity Costs.” As a standalone piece, the Akin article is 
without parallel. In a short and relatively objective 600-word burst, a narrative of out of 
touch energy-hating liberal elites is laid bare for those willing to understand it as such.  
In the aftermath, Katula became a mini-celebrity of sorts in anti-carbon tax circles 
in Canada. Beyond the search terms of this sample, Katula shared her story on far-right 
anti-Trudeau blogs like Rightof49.ca and standtogetherforcanada.com (Katula, 2019). 22 
The Toronto Sun did a full-profile feature on her and the far-right Rebel Media casted her 
as just another victim of Trudeau’s “fake” feminism (Gunn Reid, 2019). Perhaps most 
emblematically, CTV News called her a “grandmother living in ‘energy poverty” 
(MacLeod & Lagerquist, 2017). Katula would later make an appearance at the far-right 
United We Roll convoy in Ottawa organized by Canada’s nationalist, anti-immigrant, and 
pro-oil, Yellow Vests movement (Issawi, 2019).  
                                                
22 In addition to attacks on socialism, Justin Trudeau, and climate change activists, Rightof49.ca sells t-shirts with the logo 
“Make Trudeau a Drama Teacher Again.” 
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5.9. Story 3 – Mocking language and religious metaphors  
Thirty-six stories, or 21% of the sample (Table 9), invoked faith language and religious 
metaphors to signal objection for energy related policies as well as to target two political 
leaders: Canadian PM Justin Trudeau and now former Alberta Premier Rachel Notley. 
The examples divulge an array of tone and sarcasm and are often used in hyperbolic 
and ironic terms. Importantly, such expressions are used by a variety of authors to frame 
perspectives as either beyond reason or in contravention of social norms. To begin, lets 
look at an example of the latter. 
In a feature “Lovesick Leftie Blues” for the Globe and Mail, author Tina Petrick 
introduces the story by stating “Dating is tough in Calgary when you're female, nearly 30 
and a pipeline protestor,” The article goes on to describe several humorous scenarios 
and experiences, including awkward dinners and encounters with folks with views 
diametrically opposed to her own, including oil patch workers, Trump supporters, and 
climate change skeptics. “Maybe I'm starting to understand why they say, ‘don't discuss 
politics or religion’ when you're trying to get to know someone,” she writes (Petrick, 
2017). 
Other perspectives are not so idealistic or light hearted. In a syndicated reprint 
from the Washington Post titled “America’s Justin Trudeau obsession is getting old: 
‘Although Trudeau remains popular, he has plenty of critics,’” the author frames Trudeau 
as a grass-is-greener type of candidate who, while not Trump, is nevertheless not 
entirely what he seems. 
Trudeau is not the blue-eyed lefty Jesus, and the global affection for him - and for 
the progressive politics that he and this country seem to represent - presents a 
puerile and distorted vision of Canada and its political culture (Washington Post, 
2017). 
The crescendo of the column invokes environmentalist Bill McKibben’s critique of 
Trudeau from The Guardian, claiming that Trump may be a lot of things, “but at least 
he’s not a stunning hypocrite when it comes to climate change” (McKibben, 2017; 
Washington Post, 2017). Importantly, the article contrasts the PM’s “blue-eyed-lefty-
Jesus” status with his government’s ongoing support of national extractivist projects. 
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Although Trudeau has championed eco-friendly initiatives and hailed the 
importance of the Paris climate treaty, he has also energetically pursued the 
creation of new pipelines and insisted upon his nation's right to dredge up the 
estimated 173 billion barrels of oil that lie beneath Canada's tar sands 
(Washington Post, 2017). 
In a piece titled “Red October hasn’t happened … yet” Edmonton Sun columnist Graham 
Hicks invokes an impending communist doom in the face of increasing oil sands 
opposition.  
We are losing the global propaganda war against fossil fuels. City after city, 
country after country are announcing future bans on internal combustion engines. 
‘Ethical investing’ considers oil companies to be the black plague… dear God, 
please may I be wrong (Hicks, 2017). 
The plea to God is both playful and doubly ironic. Hicks, the level-headed, economically 
minded, and rational pro-energy advocate appeals to God to combat the irrational 
hysteria of a totalitarian atheist environmental movement. Unique to Hick’s appeal to the 
unknown is that it is made in full view of the known – climate change and the need to 
reduce carbon emissions. God is a joke to Hicks and yet the divine is also the ultimate 
arbiter of sanity: when the people go astray, God must intervene.  
But in this new climate-change religion, fossil fuels are evil and must be stopped. 
Our own provincial and federal governments drink deep from this fashionable 
Kool-Aid: Sustainable energy good, fossil fuel energy bad (Hicks, 2017). 
His rhetorical appeal to the deity of the fossil economy is what stands between economic 
ruin and the promise of prosperity, between the false Gods of climate change and the 
one true religion of the “Alberta Advantage.” Beyond this, Hicks describes an ethic of 
care in which the social imagination is uniquely indebted to oil sands innovation. Without 
the Athabasca formation an uncertain and precarious future awaits. He writes: 
Why am I so worried for the financial well-being of my adult children, my nieces 
and nephews who have chosen to make their careers in Edmonton? Why am I 
worried that in 10 years' time, the value of my Edmonton home will have 
dramatically slipped? Why do I feel like I'm walking around with a dark cloud over 
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my head?  Because while Red October hasn't happened yet, I still think it's 
coming (Hicks, 2017). 
The ominous future of increased regulation, social service spending, and pipeline delays 
informs other religious metaphors as well.  
A collection of stories that address the 2017 Notley budget make similar claims of 
threatened oil rent prospects. "That's really not a way for governments to try to balance 
their budget, on a hope and a prayer that we're going to get a pipeline," writes Claire 
Clancy in the Edmonton Journal, quoting Alberta Party leader Stephen Mandel (Clancy, 
2018). Titled “Kenney blasts NDP for ‘reckless fiscal plan,” the news story paints a 
daunting picture of ballooning debts and government misspending. Writing a column on 
the same topic for the Calgary Herald, Chris Varcoe quotes the CEO of the Alberta 
Chambers of Commerce, Ken Kolby, repeating nearly the exact same phrase: "It's a 
wing and a prayer - and it's overly optimistic on pipelines.” Titled “Resource revenue 
numbers don’t offer much comfort” (Varcoe, 2018), Varcoe offers a scathing rebuke of 
the NDP finance minister, likening the Alberta budget to an amusement park ride. Like 
Clancy, spiritual language is an invitation to consider those in government as naïve, 
inept, and leading without fact-based knowledge.  
In a column for the Calgary Herald, Chris Nelson says that while he begrudgingly 
admires Notley’s pipeline conviction, the anti-energy perception of the NDP steals from 
any credit the premier might otherwise receive. Titled “Hallelujah! Notley undergoes 
conversion to fossil-fuel believer; Re-election imperative has NDP embracing oilpatch 
and pipelines just like the Tories” (Nelson, 2018), he, writes: 
But, just like Saul on his Damascus road, the Notley government received its own 
wakeup call, except it wasn't some voice from on high proclaiming, ‘why do you 
persecute me,’ but rather, a shout-out from street level asking, ‘Do you actually 
think you bunch have any real hope of being re-elected?’ So now we have the 
strange spectacle of the NDP basing their pie-in-the-sky hopes of balancing the 
provincial budget in future years on the completion and operation of two 
controversial pipeline projects - along with the subsequent increased royalties 
and taxable corporate profits (Nelson, 2018). 
Typical of this type of perspective, Notley is critiqued for not delivering on promises 
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whose fate nevertheless is outside of Alberta’s governing jurisdiction, and despite her 
championing the pipeline cause with similar vigour as her predecessors. In this line of 
analysis, religious metaphors are assigned to the fluctuations of the boom and bust 
economy. In a feature about life in the patch after the downturn titled  “A wild ride for 
Canadian workers,” Reid Southwick for the Calgary Herald writes: “Development of the 
oilsands has dovetailed booms and busts of the wider economy, and has been a major 
driver of employment and wealth. In good times, job offers and salaries soared; in bad, 
cost-cutting became religion” (Southwick, 2017). 
Whether alluding to the savior in order to mock political leadership or to describe 
economic policies as prayers to the economic universe, religion is most often invoked to 
undermine the mental faculties and leadership abilities of opponents. In the occasional 
occurrence when used otherwise, it is either in lighthearted jest about real world petrol 
contradictions or to describe zealous commitment to a particular economic orthodoxy. 
Amidst the variations of use, there maintains a through line of common language and 
social understanding of faith, false faith, and those out of step with cultural norms that 
are informed by faith. In other words, a subtext exists of a common set of cultural 
narratives and understanding rooted in Judeo-Christian stories of origin and social order. 
While not necessarily ‘religious’ in meaning, such invocations nevertheless reflect an 
underlying set of social referents that the audience is intended to understand. 
5.10. Story 4 – News: Arrested priests, Christian sabotage & 
Indigenous ceremony, prayer, and resistance 
Stories about faith-based arrests in relation to energy projects were reported in the most 
diverse field of outlets over multiple geographies and time frames. Whereas Postmedia 
outlets dominated the pro-fossil interpolated stories in the sample – and columns in 
particular – stories of faith-based arrests, while lacking the same editorial fervour of their 
counterparts, offer personal faith perspectives on energy extraction in Canada. The 
majority of these types of stories followed the arrests of Christian activists and 
Indigenous water protectors at the Kinder Morgan tanker farm in Burnaby BC, covering 
their actions, subsequent trials, and sentencing. The most common articles were of two 
Anglican believers, one a priest and the other a parishioner, arrested for chaining 
themselves to a tree inside the Kinder Morgan facility on Burnaby Mountain. For 
Burnaby Now, Lauren Boothby writes in the aftermath of the police moving in: 
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Rev. Emilie Smith, the parish priest at St. Barnabas Anglican Church in new 
Westminster, said the two women were protesting because of their religious 
beliefs. ’I think it's an act of faith. I think people should know they are doing this 
out of their deep Christian faith and need to protect the planet,’ she said 
(Boothby, 2018b).   
The article, titled “Priest gets arrested for chaining herself to tree,” also describes the two 
protestors as humble and introverted, noting that 200 individuals have been arrested so 
far and that these two believers are arrests number 201 and 202 in violation of the BC 
court injunction from approaching within five meters of KM property. At her subsequent 
trial, one of the detained, Rev. Emilie Smith was featured again in Burnaby Now, this 
time reflecting on their seven-day jail sentence for violating the injunction. 
‘This is a way we are called to live out the reconciliation, is in standing with the 
Tsleil-Waututh and others to defend this holy land,’ she told the NOW before her 
arrest. ‘I think our faith teaches us that we're not supposed to just say nice things 
to each other, we're supposed to live out our faith in our bodies ... we believe in 
taking action’ (Naylor, 2018). 
Both the Vancouver Sun and The Province referred to the protestors as having 
participated in a “multi-faith blockade” (The Province, 2018; The Vancouver Sun, 2018).  
One those participating in said blockades, Vancouver poet Rita Wong, penned an 
editorial letter titled “Sacred fire should not be extinguished”: 
The sacred fire is medicine against the unholy fires caused by long-term 
disrespect for the land. Burnaby's fire chief apparently has the power, but no will, 
to permit ceremonial fires. Systemic racism effectively means barbecues get 
privilege over sacred fires in Burnaby's bylaws (Wong, 2018). 
An encampment set up just beyond the five-meter injunction line included a 24-hour per 
day ceremonial fire supervised by Indigenous water protectors and settler allies 
occupying the site. One of the defenses marshaled by the direct action was the 
Canadian Charter protection of religious beliefs, including ceremonial fires in Canadian 
Indigenous traditions. Soon after penning the letter, Wong was given a 28-day sentence 
for breaking the court injunction (Campbell, 2019).  
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Former Mennonite pastor Steven Heinrichs was also sentenced to seven-days of 
jail time. Back in his home province of Manitoba, the Winnipeg Press followed his ordeal 
from arrest to conviction. In a story titled “Jailing of Winnipeg Mennonite seen as mixed 
blessing,” Carl DeGurse (2018) documents how Heinrichs, a well-known Christian author 
and Mennonite believer, cuts a controversial figure in the Anabaptist tradition. In 
particular DeGurse notes that while Mennonites have a strong history of civil 
disobedience, not everyone in Heinrich’s community agree that his actions in allying with 
Indigenous nations over land title rights and resistance to extraction is a clear-cut case 
of justice: 
His arrest was reported in the national Canadian Mennonite magazine, but not 
everyone in his church body considers him a social-action hero. The protest that 
got him arrested was criticized by many Mennonites, particularly those 
geographically situated on the business end of the pipeline. The magazine 
reported how Pastor Will Loewen of Trinity Mennonite in Calgary listens to trains 
carrying oil rumble past his church building every day: ‘I am proud of the devotion 
my church members have at their jobs in the oil economy. Using their God-given 
gifts and personal passion to make improvements around efficiency and the 
environment as a part of their faith is what we ask of all people in professions in 
all industries’ (DeGurse, 2018) 
Like most matters of faith, separating politics and doctrine is a messy and difficult task, 
one that is informed by a broad set of social and cultural factors beyond faith.  The story 
of Heinrich’s arrest, as are others in this category, are unique in the sample in that actors 
were quoted expressing their motivations for arrests and in some cases, even more 
elaborate expositions on the moral urgency of resisting pipelines. As opposed to the 
second hand reflections and rhetorical quips of many Postmedia commentators, the 
media coverage of these arrests offered the actors, in varying degrees of length and 
prominence, to speak to the idea of faith-based disobedience. 
 Another story in the Globe and Mail referenced convicted Christian eco saboteur 
Wiebo Ludwig, who in the 1990’s blew up an Encana pipeline that ran through his 
community. Ludwig died of cancer in 2012 but not before a documentary was made 
about his life as one of Canada’s most infamous environmental vandals (York, 2011). He 
was convicted on six separate bombings and over two hundred police officers were 
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involved in the raid on his home and arrest. In a review about a theatre play about his 
battle against sour gas wells in his rural Alberta community, “Peace River Country Fails 
to Live up to Potential of Wiebo Ludwig Story,” the author argues that Ludwig, despite all 
of his faults, both religious and political, is nevertheless held up as a person with 
admirable convictions: 
Ludwig spoke of how the oil and gas industry needed to ditch fossil fuels and find 
alternative energy sources. Today, in light of climate change, few - apart from the 
Trump administration - would disagree. Whatever we may think of his religious 
practices or terrorist tactics, the man really was a prophet crying in the 
wilderness. He deserves a stronger play (Morrow, 2017).  
Though not over impressed with the production, the author suggests that history might 
ultimately absolve the likes of Ludwig. The stage review came on the heels of a recent 
unsolved act of pipeline vandalism in Hythe Alberta, next door to Ludwig’s community of 
Trickle Creek where the original bombings occurred. Saboteurs ripped out a small 
section of pipe causing hundreds of thousands of dollars in damage. A story in the 
Saskatchewan Record cited the Ludwig case, noting that Ludwig came from a Christian 
community not far from Hythe. Importantly, Ludwig claimed to believe that the fossil fuel 
infrastructure in his community caused his daughter to give birth to a still-born child, and 
that his ultimate responsibility in life was not to the government, but to God. Titled 
“Energy Minister Decries Pipeline Vandalism” and referencing then Alberta Energy 
Minister Margaret McCuaig-Boyd, Emma Graney for the Postmedia outlet Saskatchewan 
Record writes: 
Alberta's provincial government has been pushing for pipelines, and says its 
climate leadership plan was the reason Ottawa approved Kinder Morgan's Trans 
Mountain pipeline and Enbridge's Line 3 project late last year. McCuaig-Boyd 
said although she thinks the pipeline safety message is getting out to the majority 
of people, the weekend vandalism means the government perhaps needs to do 
more. ‘There's always those extremes on either side that are never going to 
change their minds,’ she said. ’I'm sure they'll get caught. We're safe with our 
pipelines, we do good work. It's unfortunate this happens, but I trust the RMCP 
will do [a] good investigation’ (Graney, 2017). 
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Integral to official state discourse about the Ludwig Weibo story is that the man was an 
extremist out of step with popular opinion and the parameters of his own Christian faith. 
It also suggests that his knowledge of pipeline safety and the health impacts of living 
adjacent to fossil fuel infrastructure was misinformed. With proper understanding, 
reasoning, and improved government and industry communication, the majority of 
potential pipeline vandals would see the err of their ways. Only those truly committed to 
terrorist acts are beyond the pale. Extreme as he was – and extremist as the recent 
saboteurs are – any justification, be it faith, health, justice, or otherwise, is null and void; 
Ludwig’s concerns about his family’s mysterious illnesses were nothing but the ranting of 
a rural religious zealot.  
Within this category there is also a unique set of Indigenous perspectives that 
position First Nations led resistance to pipelines and fossil fuels as a spiritual, cultural, 
and territorial battleground. In total, nine stories, 5% of the sample, mention First Nations 
spiritual approaches in narratives about fossil fuels. Two of these bylines referenced 
traditional ceremonies and prayers to open negotiations between the Simpcw nation and 
Trans Mountain representatives in the BC Thompson region (Hayward, 2017a; Hayward, 
2017b). There are two stories of solidarity actions in support of Standing Rock Nation in 
the United States, one an op-ed and the other news (Bush, 2016; Fiddler, 2016). 
Another story mentions Mi’kmaw resistance in Eastern Canada, voicing opposition to a 
Bay of Fundy energy project (Desveaux, 2017). The remaining four relate to actions at 
Burnaby Mountain. 
In a Toronto Star news piece, “'We will not be evicted': Camp Cloud occupants 
say they will stand their ground,” Cherise Seucharan cites a water protector saying: “We 
are armed with prayers. We will not be evicted … We have the right to express 
opposition to the further genocide of our water and out land” (Seucharan, 2018a). For 
Burnaby Now, Lauren Boothby in “Large flotilla protests pipeline project” writes about a 
water-bound action of 75 canoes and kayaks in the Burrard Inlet to surround the Kinder 
Morgan marine terminal. She quotes a member of Tseil-Waututh nation: 
We don't always have to protest like that. What's most important for us is our 
ceremonies. Ceremonies, we're protecting, by doing this work … It's important for 
us to do that work, to keep in ceremony and prayer (Boothby, 2018a). 
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In addition to her interview, Boothby documents how several local politicians appeared in 
support to witness the flotilla action, including Burnaby city councilor Dan Johnston. 
Reflecting on the Indigenous led action, Johnston commented: “It was really spiritual. 
You really got a sense of the water and the land together, and how small we are in 
relation to that” (Boothby, 2018a). Overall, appeals to creation, ceremony, and prayer 
are consistent features of these types of stories. Under the ecumenical guise of the 
sacred, Indigenous and non-Indigenous faith-based allies are connected through the 
language of faith.  
5.11. National media sample 
The four-story schema of the media review above draws its qualitative analysis 
from the total sample of 171 stories. Meanwhile, the following section looks only at 
stories that appear in Canada’s three National English language papers: the National 
Post, the Globe and Mail, and the Toronto Star, a total of 23 stories.23 The national 
sample represents 14% of the total sample (Table 12), and 29% of the without 
syndicates sample (Table 13). An interesting feature of the national sample is the way in 
which the stories are spread across various sections of the papers in editorial/columns, 
news and features, or letters-to-the-editor (see Table 14). In the conservative leaning 
National Post, the majority of items are editorials and columns (see Table 14). In 
contrast, stories in the Toronto Star – the furthest paper on the ideological spectrum 
from the National Post in the sample – the majority of stories appear in news/news 
feature (see Table 14). Canada’s centrist paper, The Globe and Mail, has a relatively 
similar story section allocation to the National Post, with five appearing in 
editorial/columns and two in news or new feature (see Table 14). I have selected three 
stories from each national paper that I believe best captures the characteristics of each 
of these publications. 
                                                
23 The national sample is 24 stories out of 171 in the total sample (Table 9), and 23 stories out of 79 in the without 
syndicates sample (Table 10). The reason for the discrepancy between 24 stories and 23 stories in the total versus the 
without syndications sample is that one editorial feature was published twice in the Globe and Mail at two distinct 
moments almost a year apart, once in 2016 and once in 2017. This double publication is considered a syndication rather 
than a duplicate because of the time lapse between the two. Representing a quarter of the without syndicates sample, 
29% (Table 10). 
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5.11.1. National Post  
Nine stories from the National Post appear in the national sample, two more than each 
of the others in the category. Of these, six are editorials or columns, two are news 
stories or news features, and one is a letter-to-the-editor (see Table 14). Some of these 
have already been explored in the total sample qualitative analysis, including Rex 
Murphy’s column “Like a hammer blow for the unemployed” (Murphy, 2018); Chris 
Selley’s op-ed “Liberals still don't get religion; Lesson to learn with Dogwood and jobs 
fund” (Selley, 2018); and David Akin’s news piece “We must 'phase out' oilsands: 
Trudeau; Public Lambasting” (2017, Akin). Because these stories have already been 
analysed they will not be further examined here. However, they are important to keep in 
mind as they offer insight and background to the tone and discursive context of the 
National Post, especially as it relates to subtle and underlying articulations of Christian 
nationalism. 
The first story we look at is titled “Anti-oil sabotage must be stopped” (National 
Post, 2018). It is an editorial that accuses the BC NDP/Green coalition government of 
hypocritically undermining Canada’s economic future by siding with anti-oil, anti-
development, interests. The authors invoke religious rhetoric to both trivialize and 
normalize the degree to which British Columbia’s government is out of step with the 
national mood. The editorial board writes: 
Many countries would offer profound thanks to their preferred deities if they were 
blessed with Canada's abundant natural resources. Perhaps Canadians should 
join together in prayer for politicians with the slightest sense of what to do with 
our riches, and some concern for the national interest to boot. In the latest 
example of our continuing national self-sabotage, the minority British Columbia 
government has said it will consider whether to ban expanded exports of raw 
bitumen from the B.C. coast (National Post, 2018).  
In their use of religious metaphors of gratitude and providence, the editorial accuses the 
BC government of both naivety and hypocrisy, amplified by the province’s reliance on 
Albertan hydrocarbons for commercial and transportation energy use. This biting-the-
hand-that-feeds frame is typical of National Post eco coverage (Gunster et al., 2018a; 
Gunster et al., 2018b). It seeks to discredit opposing viewpoints on fossil fuels, faith-
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based or otherwise, by implicating individuals and collectives in the structural realities 
(articulated as choice) of petroculture (Fleet et al., 2021; Gunster et al., 2018a; Gunster 
et al., 2018b). The editorial also refers to Justin Trudeau as “no friend to the oilpatch.” 
The PM, who despite achieving the long sought after regulatory approval of a bitumen 
pipeline to the West, is regarded as being under the influence of the ungrateful green 
masses. “This is a slap in the face of all Canadians who support our energy sector” the 
editorial states, “made worse by the insulting fiction that it's anything other than a 
permanent roadblock gussied up as a procedural delay” (National Post, 2018). 
The next article is an op-ed by Conrad Black titled “It's showtime for PM; An 
Inability To Be A Leader On Pipelines Will Be The Ruin Of Trudeau” (Black, 2018). It 
portrays a proud settler colonial nation that has been forged out of the intellect and 
cunning of its European founding fathers, who acted deftly in the face of daunting odds – 
a super power to the south and a colonial overlord across the Atlantic. “The issue of 
pipelines is a key in Canada's latest crossroads of national seriousness,” he writes 
(Black, 2018). For Black, Trans Mountain Pipeline is but the latest incarnation of a long 
history of national administrative moments that have defined the nation. In the column he 
muses over whether or not Trudeau is up to the task of advancing the nation, a nation 
Black defines in settler and extractive terms.  
What is required is a federal enunciation of a right of eminent domain that 
enables the federal government to fulfill its mandate to provide peace, order and 
good government. This could require the patient appointment of high court 
judges who will not be as easily gulled as they have been recently by woeful 
tales of the ubiquity and fragility of native religion and the susceptibility of nature 
to the safest of all energy transmission methods. And above all, it will require 
leadership (Black, 2018). 
Here, Black firmly places barriers to industry, and the nation it enables, squarely at the 
feet of Indigenous peoples and their alleged allies in the high courts and in Ottawa. If 
only Trudeau would have the guts and the nerve – as only the great leaders in Black’s 
version of history do – to pack courts with judges unsympathetic to Indigenous claims to 
land, culture, identity, and religion, then Trudeau could truly go down as one of the 
nation’s great leaders. But because of his commitments to environmental due process 
(real or imagined) and his perceived acquiescence to Indigenous demands wrapped in 
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the language of culture, tradition, and faith, Trudeau puts his own legacy and the future 
of the country at risk.  
 The third article is an op-ed written by Gwyn Morgan, retired CEO of Encana 
Corp, a major company in the Canadian oil and gas sector. Titled “Lower Carbon 
emissions with lower taxes” (Morgan, 2018), it articulates a free-market climate change 
solution that enables the fossil fuel industry to softly transition to the green economy via 
technological innovation. Morgan also identifies an anti-conservative political subjectivity 
that seeks to silence industry proponents and divide the nation, even when they propose 
‘realistic’ solutions to carbon pollution. Morgan writes:  
The Trudeau national carbon-tax plan would pit provinces against our national 
government and Canadians against Canadians. Those against would be labeled 
climate deniers, reviled apostates against Trudeau's sacred carbon-tax religion. 
So the country is going to pay dearly for this one way or another, but will any of it 
even help the environment? The answer to that question is a resounding no 
(Morgan, 2018). 
Here, religion is equated to the irrational hysteria that is said to be the counter of sober, 
deliberate, and rational thought embodied in enlightenment and modern thinking. If 
Trudeau were to engage with science and economics, as opposed to belief and 
superstition, he would clearly see that the answer to Canada’s GHG’s woes is not taxes 
but transition fuels. Morgan adds: 
Trying to solve a problem with the wrong solution will inevitably lead to failure. 
That's why even those most concerned about global warming should oppose 
carbon taxes. There is already an existing solution that will not only reduce 
Canada's carbon emissions, but also help our economy. Two words: natural gas 
(Morgan, 2018). 
5.11.2. Globe and Mail 
Seven stories from the Globe and Mail appear in the national sample. Of these, five are 
editorials or columns and two are news stories or news features. The overall orientation 
of the items presents fuel and faith within an array of genres and possibility. The range 
extends from comedic tales about love in the petro metropolis and financial advice on 
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investment in the oil sands, to op-ed critiques of Armageddon and news features about 
the politics of Trumpian climate change denial. What emerges is a survey of Canadian 
centrism at its clearest, wherein climate change is important, though not doomsday, and 
wherein dialogue and understanding with petrol boosters is foregrounded as an 
important factor in the goal to address Canada’s ever growing greenhouse gas 
emissions problem.  
The first story is Tina Petrick’s (2017) “Lovesick leftie blues.” While it was briefly 
explored in the total sample qualitative analysis, it is worth exploring in greater detail 
here because it speaks to the distinct character of the Globe and Mail’s coverage. As 
mentioned, it is a humorous tale of an environmentalist’s struggles in the Albertan dating 
app wilderness. The column documents several first dates by the author with a sampling 
of Calgary’s most eligible pro-oil single population. Petrick writes:  
Dating is tough in Calgary when you're female, nearly 30 and a pipeline 
protestor. Whereas I was once fluttering my eyelashes, preaching Naomi Klein 
over kombucha in an East Vancouver juice bar, I am now trying not to choke in a 
Calgary pub when my Tinder date breaks the news to me that climate change 
isn't real (Petrick, 2017). 
The reflection offers insight into the soft simmering Canadian culture war over oil and 
climate. As such, it is not only a portrayal of the Albertan social/political landscape, but 
that of the author’s own ideological positioning. The narrative arc of the story hinges 
upon Petrick’s awkward and guffawed outsider status in the Calgary singles frontier. If 
not for the seriousness of the topic, one might read the piece with the expectation of a 
sequel, with Petrick finding companionship in the most unlikely of places, and society’s 
petrol tensions resolved. In fact, she alludes to just such an ending:  
Maybe I'm starting to understand why they say, ‘don't discuss politics or religion’ 
when you're trying to get to know someone. But, when we're all too afraid to have 
a difficult discussion, doesn't that prevent change and progress? (Petrick, 2017). 
Still, in saying this, the author nevertheless reaffirms the boundaries of opinion about 
who Albertans are as petrol subjects, and what it is they believe, in all of their buffoonish 
anti-science glory. Perhaps more importantly, religion only enters the discourse on the 
periphery, as part of the larger narrative milieu of socially taboo, and regionally defined, 
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opinions and beliefs. Discursively then, the link between religion and pipelines is in the 
tensions and social disappointments they invite. Or perhaps even more salient, the 
tensions they identify. The world that Petrick describes is one where intellectual, cultural, 
and intimate compatibility in the petropolitical context has moved beyond more 
commonly understood markers of the socially appropriate. Here, opinions on pipelines 
and oil sands are akin to tenets of faith, which for the author, is a bridge too far, though 
there is always hope.  
The second is a news story by Shawn McCarthy and Tamsin McMahon (2017) 
titled “Trump pulls U.S. from Paris climate accord, raising challenges for Canada” 
(McCarthy & McMahon, 2017). It documents the Trump administration’s position on the 
Paris Agreement and identifies key points of tension and fallout for Canada. They write:  
With his announcement, Mr. Trump formally renounced U.S. leadership in the 
international battle against climate change, which scientists say will impact 
billions of people with devastating droughts, floods, rising sea levels and 
changing weather patterns in the coming decades (McCarthy & McMahon, 2017). 
The article commemorates an historical moment in the quest for global GHG regulation 
and reviews the U.S. talking points on the importance of its domestic oil and gas industry 
and the nations charges against large emitters, China and India. Religion enters the 
discussion as a novelty of sorts, in a section that highlights the political distinctions 
between an erratic Trump and his more reliable international counterpart, Germany’s 
Angela Merkel. They describe/quote Merkel as “a pastor's daughter who is usually 
intensely private about her faith, [and who] said the accord was needed ‘to preserve our 
Creation’” (McCarthy & McMahon, 2017). This small but pertinent detail speaks to 
broader discursive orientations in McCarthy’s work. In another Globe and Mail column, 
McCarthy, who is the Globe’s energy reporter, writes: "In the United States, the Paris 
accord is a potent symbol for so much of what Mr. Trump's supporters loath: humanist 
science that clashes with fundamental Christianity” (McCarthy, 2017). Taken together, 
what McCarthy (and McMahon) articulate is a subtle critique of the Christian nationalism 
that makes up the core of Trump’s base.  
 The third story is a column by renowned Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker 
titled “Doomsday Is (Not) Coming” (Pinker, 2018). It is an abridged excerpt from his 2018 
book, Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress. As 
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suggested by the title, Pinker draws upon the European enlightenment to combat both 
right and left articulations of the climate crisis. Global warming is real enough, Pinker 
attests, but it is only with deliberate and reasoned debate that appropriate and effective 
solutions can be identified. In this articulation, climate change is not a social problem per 
se, but a scientific one. As such it is yet another example in a long history of challenges 
that humanity is said to have solved through the power of ingenuity and rational thought. 
He writes:  
Forecasts of End Times are a staple of seers, psychics, mystics, televangelists, 
nut cults, founders of religions and men pacing the sidewalk with sandwich 
boards saying "Repent!" The storyline that climaxes in harsh payback for 
technological hubris is an archetype of Western fiction, including Promethean 
fire, Pandora's box, Icarus's flight, Faust's bargain, the Sorcerer's Apprentice, 
Frankenstein's monster and, from Hollywood, more than 250 end-of-the world 
flicks (Pinker, 2018). 
In collapsing doomsday and denialist voices into the same camp, Pinker invokes the 
anti-intellectual claims that various right wing pundits direct toward anti-fossil fuel and 
climate activists, the likes of which have been discussed in earlier chapters. Here, 
religious hysteria, epitomized by those who fear a coming climate disaster are equally a 
part of the problem as those who would deny climate change. As such, for Pinker, the 
road to meaningfully addressing rising GHG’s is through sober non-emotionally 
encumbered thought – no religion, no politics, no MAGA. 
5.11.3. Toronto Star 
Seven stories from the Toronto Star appear in the national sample. Of these, six are 
news or news features and one is a column written by Nishnawbe Aski Chief Alvin 
Fiddler. The Toronto Star is the only national paper in the sample to prominently feature 
First Nations spiritual and political perspectives on the Trans Mountain Pipeline. The 
paper features counter pipeline perspectives, both settler and Indigenous, and 
prominently gives standing to Indigenous spiritual views within broader national 
conversations around fossil fuels and climate change.  
125 
The first story is a news feature by reporter David Ball titled “Protesters fighting 
eviction of anti Trans Mountain pipeline camp say they have religion on their side” (Ball, 
2018). The story explores the legal standing of First Nation claims to land-based cultural 
and spiritual practices in relation to free, prior, and informed consent. Ball interviews 
water protectors at “Camp Cloud,” the name given to the occupied encampment outside 
of Kinder Morgan operations on Burnaby Mountain, BC. The article invites both pro and 
anti pipeline perspectives from several Indigenous speakers. It also outlines various 
instances and recent precedents in B.C. and Canadian case law where Indigenous 
spiritual practice, and the charter-guaranteed freedom to practice faith according to 
one’s traditions and beliefs, have been adjudicated in various courts. Quoting Kwitsel 
Tatel, a member of the Sto:lo nation, Ball writes: 
‘We are practicing our sacred and ceremonial ways,’ she said in an interview 
ahead of the eviction deadline Saturday morning, 72 hours after the city delivered 
a ‘notice of eviction and non-compliance with bylaws’ over the months-old camp 
at the location. ‘The whole relationship that we have with our lands and waters 
has been for thousands of years around the sacred fire’ (Ball, 2018). 
The story offers a nuanced perspective on Indigenous claims to land and spiritual 
practice as well as nascent insights into competing perspectives within Indigenous 
pipeline politics. In telling the story in this way, Ball forefronts First Nations speakers as 
authoritative commentators on Trans Mountain Pipeline, and presents Indigenous 
ontologies as having legitimate cultural standing on par with other faiths in Canada.  
 The second story is an op-ed by Nishnawbe Aski First Nation (NAN) Chief, Alvin 
Fiddler. Titled “Why Ontario First Nations stand with Standing Rock” (Fiddler, 2016), it 
explores for a settler audience why his nation, and others in Canada, choose to 
politically align themselves with Indigenous territorial sovereignty movements in the 
United States. In the piece, Fiddler tells how he and members of his Ontario nation 
made the trek to North Dakota to stand side-by-side with Sioux, Dakota, and Lakota 
water protectors in their fight against the imposition of Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) 
on their lands. Throughout the text he implores the audience to deeply consider the 
United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), and what it 
means for the future of Indigenous and settler relations in Canada. Fiddler writes: 
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I felt it was important to stand in solidarity with those who oppose this 
encroachment in their homelands… Many communities across NAN [Nishnawbe 
Aski Nation] face similar encroachments. As indigenous peoples we have a 
sacred duty to protect our waters, our lands and our rights. We support the rights 
and responsibility of all tribes to protect their territory, and we stand in unity in 
peace and prayer to oppose a project that could have irreversible impacts to their 
lands and sacred sites (Fiddler, 2016). 
As Lam (2020) notes in his research on spiritual discourse and protest on Burnaby 
Mountain, (and as is mentioned by several participants in this study), the language of 
spirituality and prayer is a fixture at many Indigenous led anti-pipeline actions. In 
Fiddler’s account, supporting the sovereignty of the Standing Rock First Nation is to 
count oneself in the eyes of a more divine and sacred power.  
The third story is a news feature by Cherise Seucharan titled “Over 100 First 
Nations, environmental protesters form flotilla at Trans Mountain” (Seucharan, 2018b). It 
documents a large Indigenous led protest action on the B.C. Coast seeking to voice 
opposition to the Trans Mountain expansion. The article describes a scene of ceremony, 
drumming, singing, and prayer, which takes place upon the waters of Burrard Inlet. 
Seucharan interviews both Indigenous and settler allies, who attest not only to the 
environmental and social virtue of their cause, but also to the spiritual/cultural 
underpinnings of their resistance. Quoting Tsleil-Waututh First Nation member Will 
George, Seucharan writes: “’Today's very important for us to continue showing why 
we’re all here, protecting our ceremonies and bringing back to our culture our teachings 
that's been with us for centuries…’” (Seucharan, 2018b).  
This approach is characteristic of much of the Toronto Star’s reporting on the 
matter, as well the more news oriented pieces within the total sample, for example 
Lauren Boothby’s reporting in Burnaby Now, owned by Glacier Media (Boothby, 2018a; 
Boothby, 2018b). It is also important to observe the significant contrast between news 
reporting on activism and fossil fuels between the Star and the National Post. The Post, 
along with the majority of Postmedia syndications in the total sample, tends to highlight 
protests and actions in support of fossil fuels, as opposed to those who stand in 
opposition to them (see Table 5 and Table 9). David Akin’s news story about a struggling 
Christian single mom who confronts Justin Trudeau on the national carbon tax is an 
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excellent example of the contrast between accounts in the National Post and those in 
the Toronto Star. 
In qualitatively reviewing Canada’s three leading national publications, the tone 
could not be starker. On one side is the National Post, with Christian nationalist 
perspectives and mocking invocations of faith that allude to manifest destiny, rationality, 
progress, and settler economic well-being in relation to fossil fuels; and on the other is 
the Toronto Star, with a focus on Indigenous and settler ally activist and spiritual 
practices in the name of a greater social and ontological ordering of things. Between 
these two poles sits the Globe and Mail. Narratives about the importance of climate 
change action and energy transmission appear throughout the discourses it publishes. 
While these often lack the social urgency of the portrayals found in the Star, they do not 
contain the affectively driven pro-pipeline disdain of the National Post. It is important to 
observe that both the National Post and the Globe and Mail are led by editorial and 
columnist opinion on faith and energy issues in their use of religious rhetoric, whereas 
the majority of the Toronto Star’s writing on the matter appears in news. Overall, what 
this suggests is that while limited in scope, Christian nationalism and other rhetorical 
invocations of faith in the narrative landscape of Canadian fossil fuels is significantly 
driven by editorial and op-ed features in national English language legacy media, and 
beyond the national media sample, by Postmedia in general. Where perspectives are 
carried in news sections, and especially in the Toronto Star, mediations of fossil fuels 
and faith tend to take on more activist-centred and Indigenous led articulations. 
5.12. Conclusion 
The goal of this chapter was to see if questions of faith appear in English language 
Canadian print media regarding fossil fuels, and if so, what are the characteristics of that 
discourse. This aim was premised on the idea that such findings are important when it 
comes to mapping broader national narratives about fossil fuels, the climate crisis, and 
energy transition. And indeed, what the media analysis reveals is that, although very 
limited in scope, there is a set of faith-based narratives around fossil fuels in mainstream 
English language legacy media. As outlined above, these appear in four primary ways 
out of which two overall discourses emerge, each centered on questions of care. The 
first, and most dominant, is a story of spiritual petrol gratitude embodied in the lifestyle 
and creature comforts that fossil fuels provide to imagined Christian Canadian subjects. 
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Promoted primarily by Postmedia columnists and reporters, the role of the nation is 
central to these accounts. In these stories Canada is articulated as a proud staples-
producing country rooted in frontier and extractive histories, from the fur trade to 21st 
century oil sands production. In this rendition, fossil fuels are but the latest in a long line 
of resources that hard working Canadians pull from the ground to build the nation. As 
such, any climate action policies that would seek to limit, curtail, or excessively regulate 
industry, not only harms producers but also challenges the meaning of Canada itself. 
The second narrative is a much smaller portion of stories dedicated to the experience of 
faith-based and Indigenous water protectors involved in civil disobedience and anti-
pipeline activism, mostly occurring at the terminus of the Trans Mountain route in 
Burnaby, British Columbia. These stories were almost always located in news rather 
than editorial sections, and are scattered across various publications. These more 
detached accounts expressed notions of spiritual urgency and ecological care in the face 
of an all-encompassing climate crisis – inclusive of environmental, social, and anti-
colonial concerns. Typical reflections addressed the centrality of faith in ecological 
politics, and of being compelled to act as an affirmation of belief. Unlike their 
petronationalist counterparts, the identities that inform these expressions transcend 
national sentiments to more spiritual, local, and decolonized subjectivities. Canada, in so 
much as it constitutes a legitimizing entity behind the industry, is on the wrong side of 
God’s story. In presentation, these narratives tend to lack the affective intensity of other 
accounts and are generally not articulated within the broader frames of national identity, 
political contestation, and culture war, which characterize the majority of the sample. 
Overall, what these media narratives reveal is how the struggle over Trans 
Mountain (and hydrocarbons more broadly) is quintessentially a conflict over care, and 
what role fossil fuels play in that process – protagonist or antagonist. It is also significant 
to note that the majority of perspectives, for or against fossil fuels, tend to be event 
based: a protest, an audience ambush on a Trudeau speaking tour, or a private interest 
group’s response to a controversial piece of government legislation. As such, there does 
not appear to be a sustained “Christian” or religious media perspective so-to-speak, but 
rather a contested discursive battlefield: on one side, an interpolated settler Canadian 
Christian subjectivity standing ready to emerge whenever a journalistic opportunity 
presents itself; and on the other, a spiritually informed Indigenous and settler-ally 
resistance. How these layered and contested media narratives map atop the lived 
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Chapter 6. Pastoral care in the oil sands 
Abstract: 
This chapter consists of two one-on-one interviews with pastors Kevin and Jared, both 
leaders at the same evangelical church in Fort McMurray. The church operates as a 
resource hub, materially and socially, where members of the community are able to 
access food and household resources, as well as receive Christian-based counseling. 
Their denomination fits within the broader dispensational umbrella of North American 
conservative evangelicalism, with strong beliefs about the end times, biblical literalism, 
and born again faith. The interviews cover a swath of environmental and spiritual terrain, 
with the majority of time spent discussing each pastor’s personal experience in Fort 
McMurray and how they understand God in their lives. Important distinctions emerge in 
discussions of God’s intentions for the oil patch and the contested moralities associated 
with extraction and climate change. Kevin attests to industry talking points about 
ecological care, social service, and broader political and economic horizons for Canada. 
He does not believe in anthropogenic climate change although he does believe that 
Christians have an important mandate from God to steward and care for the earth. He 
attests that fossil fuels, if extracted according to God’s intentions, can be good for all of 
humankind. In doing so, he also describes the challenges that many residents face in 
the town, in particular those associated with the financial ebbs and flows of the resource 
economy. As such, an important part of his work is equipping his congregation for the 
social and spiritual demands of industry and to convey a sense of God’s greater 
intention for their lives. Meanwhile, Jared, expresses ambivalence toward the industry, 
unsure of both his role within the bitumen division of labour in Fort Mac, as well as God’s 
intentions for himself and the economic underpinnings of the town. While he says that he 
often agrees with industry critics, he also expresses a desire to stay within bounds of 
local norms when it comes to his own opinions about climate change and fossil fuels. 
The chapter situates these perspectives within an analysis of climate change belief in 
the region and the social/cultural context of resource extraction communities. What 
emerges from these two conversations is a unique picture of what it is like to labour as a 
spiritual worker in the Athabasca oil sands.  
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6.1. Affects of Extraction   
‘I’m often listening to the pain’ pastor Kevin says as we discuss the spiritual 
needs of Fort McMurray. ‘Some are very hurt. Some are suffering huge losses, 
especially since we went through the downturn in the economy where thousands 
were laid off here. The fire where thousands of people lost homes…’ 
Kevin is a professional counselor and head pastor of a mid-size protestant congregation 
in Fort Mac. The church buts-up against one of the main thoroughfares through town 
and operates several well-used local ministries, including a soup kitchen and a family 
counseling service. He came to Fort McMurray a decade earlier chasing a prophetic 
word from God about his future. He had originally planned to make wages as a delivery 
driver in the oil patch, using the money to finance an overseas practice where he and his 
partner would minister to other leaders in the various missionary networks they are a 
part of. Cross-cultural Christian missionaries from Canada often find themselves isolated 
and in need of pastoral care, Kevin says, and as a trained clinical counselor he was in a 
position to help these leaders minister more effectively. After his first season in the oil 
patch, however, he says God led him to a church position in town where he offers similar 
services to isolated workers, though in a notably different cross-cultural context. 
An emergent body of scholarship discusses the distinct social geography of 
extraction. Towns like Fort McMurray and fossil fuel production zones like Northern 
Alberta face higher rates of domestic violence, family break-up, bankruptcy, drug 
addiction, and suicide than national averages (Turner, 2017; Adkins, 2016; Shrivastava 
& Stefanick, 2015). They are also places of significant racialized and gendered labour 
conditions where the highest paying work is performed by white male labourers while 
domestic and service work is disproportionally performed by women and people of 
colour, many living in Fort Mac as temporary foreign workers, a class of Canadian work 
visa designed for industries like the oil sands (Lim, 2015), and originally crafted and still 
utilized for seasonal agricultural work (Binford, 2013). These workers receive 
significantly lower pay and experience a larger pay gap with their white male 
counterparts than in other regions across the country (Dorow, 2017; O’Shaughnessy & 
Dogu, 2016). Fort Mac also has the largest household income in Canada by a significant 
margin (Hern & Johal, 2018), though this, as Kevin attests, comes at a cost.  
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Since the early 2000’s, corporate and political leadership in Fort McMurray has 
worked hard to transform the town’s roughneck reputation (Hern & Johal, 2018; Dorow, 
2017; Turner, 2017). Government and promotional discourses describe the town as 
family friendly, a good place to raise children, and a hub of cultural diversity connected 
to the broader social life of Canada and beyond through a world class airport and double 
lane highway. A scattering of tourism magazines, chamber of commerce publications, 
and government literature are available at the Oil Sands Discovery Centre in town, a 
museum/science fair for all things bitumen, speak to the richness of home life and artistic 
culture in the region. Fort Mac boasts a bustling college campus, half a dozen yoga 
studios, a ski hill paired with an all season outdoor amusement park along the steepest 
edges of the Athabasca River, and various arts and public events to brighten the darkest 
and coldest days of winter. There’s also a state of the art community centre complex 
kitted out with hockey rinks and climbing walls, and a host of coffee shops tailoring to hip 
and mainstream coffee culture. 
In her work “Gendering Energy Extraction in Fort McMurray” Sara Dorow details 
a series of major advertising campaigns over the past 15 years, each attempting to 
challenge the town’s male dominant, frontier, narrative. She describes one campaign, 
Big Spirit, as: 
A direct response to the negative reputation Fort McMurray had gained as a 
barely liveable boomtown of raucous single men who allegedly partied away their 
money earned from plentiful work for the short time they were there, especially 
as the bitumen sands mega-program took off in the early years of the twenty-first 
century (Dorow, 2017: 276).  
Other promotional messages, including those appealing to family and long term 
habitation in the extractive region attempt to “promote the quality-of-life benefits of the 
energy economy” she writes (Dorow, 2017: 275).  
All those interviewed in Fort Mac for this project spoke to the vitality and appeal 
of these types of claims. Indeed, even in the midst of a widely felt economic recession, 
first by oil price and then by fire, those committed to the town for the long haul, though 
emotionally and economically impacted by the sudden shock in capital flow, were 
nevertheless resilient in their appreciation for both the town and their commitment to 
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stay. My host, a resident since the 1980’s, raised her own family here and said the town 
has undergone a significant transition over that time. And even amidst the current 
downturn they are optimistic that the economy will rebound. “There is too much invested 
here to let it all go,” she says, gesturing to the government buildings that line the 
downtown corridor. Likewise, her daughter, recently engaged, just put an offer on a 
house and was excited about this next part of their lives. “The price drop has been bad 
for most people, but it has been good for us,” she says as we drive through a set of 
suburbs that are being rebuilt in the wake of the fire. Likewise, more than a decade into 
his sojourn into Northern Alberta, pastor Kevin attests to the purpose, meaning, and 
importance of not only his existence in Fort Mac for his own journey, but the broader 
cosmological forces directing his path and others who come here to extract the riches 
beneath the ground. Despite efforts to aesthetically and culturally normalize the 
experience of life in the Athabasca oil sands formation, however, the social and political 
realities of extraction are not so easily submerged.   
6.2. Life on hold  
Kevin describes how long hours, high pay, and social separation produce cultures of 
extreme stress and feelings of isolation. Removed from their established networks of 
support and care, he says the workers he ministers to find themselves struggling to 
maintain a balance between work and family life. “It's difficult to get time together, and 
that's the battle we fight. And if you do get time, it is a short period of time,” he says. 
Strengthening family ties is a key strategic goal of his church. “The churches here try to 
create a home, a space, an environment where it's safe, where we can work on keeping 
those family relationships intact.” He speaks about a high rate of family break up in the 
town and of the intense time pressures that the industry places on relationships. 
Before going into further depth about the role of the church in oil family life, our 
conversation builds around a discussion of faith. Kevin is a born-again evangelical. He 
has been a believer for 40 years and a pastor in Fort Mac for nearly a decade. We meet 
in one of several offices off of the side of the main sanctuary. There is a security buzzer 
on the main entrance. You have to press the buzzer to be let in. The church lobby is 
open and expansive. Several rotating book-stands display the latest publications and 
pamphlets by Focus on the Family, one of the largest evangelical lobby groups in North 
America. They’ve often invited controversy in Canada and the United States on account 
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of statements and campaigns in opposition to LGBTQ+ anti-bullying campaigns in 
schools, opposition to same sex marriage, and pro-life advocacy. There are also 
pamphlets on how to come to Christ through the speaking of the “Sinners Prayer,” a 
four-step checklist to salvation. Kevin’s articulation of faith is typical of this particular 
tradition. Faith defines his personal life and his work life: 
I personally believe that Jesus Christ is God and that he came to Earth and died 
on the cross to forgive us as mankind to pay the penalty for the sins we commit 
against God and that he was resurrected on the third day. He now lives on the 
right hand side of God and he exists, he is alive, today. And so in believing that I 
follow him, I follow what he instructs us, instructs me, to do through the Bible. 
And that's how I live my life. 
He became a believer the age of 15 and has dedicated his entire life to knowing, 
serving, and seeking God. He believes that God has a specific plan for him, for Fort 
Mac, and for Canada.  
It [spirituality] has a very strong effect and where we remove biblical principles 
from our society, we will get more violence, we will get more satanic influence, 
we will get more offensive behaviour, we will get less respect… there's a long list. 
He tells of how Canada is moving away from Jesus. And because the country is 
separating from its Christian origins, the society itself is beginning to unravel. “If we have 
relative truth,” he says, “then truth becomes whatever you want and there is no way to 
move forward.”   
There is an epistemological and ontological urgency in the world that he 
describes. Like many in the conservative evangelical movement in Canada, the idea of 
truth is central. Without the revelation of Jesus, human endeavors, be they personal, 
cultural, or governmental, lack the necessary social and spiritual architecture to produce 
lasting and meaningful change. They are merely secular humanist aspirations. In a world 
designed by God, leaving the author of our collective story out of the script sets creation 
afloat, blown about and helpless in the face of sin. For Kevin, Christ’s claim in the New 
Testament to be “the way, the truth and the life” is lived out in a personalized relation to 
divinity (The Holy Bible, 1978: John 14: 6). Structures – if they exist at all – are spiritual 
structures. Accordingly, Fort Mac is not governed by the expected social realities of 
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resource extraction economies, but rather by spirits of greed, poverty, and addiction. 
Within this perspective, how one addresses and considers the myriad social challenges 
that fossil fuel production entails takes on a distinctly spiritualized tone.  
Kevin says that he would like to see God move in the community in such a way 
where only one parent had to work, for the cost of living to go down, for people to find 
work when they need it, and for people to not have to go without the means to provide 
for their families during difficult times. Along the same main strip where the church is 
located, there are numerous social services and family aid organizations each offering 
services for families and individuals in need. “I would like the influence of the church to 
grow to a point where we don't have to lock our doors anymore. [Where] we can trust 
everybody. Where our word is our word,” he says. He envisions how this would mean 
less crime, less substance abuse, less family neglect, less suicide, and less violence 
subjected toward youth in his community. In his most ideal assertion, he sees how a 
popular return to Jesus in the town would produce a world of “normal working hours” so 
people had the time to actually invest in their lives in Fort Mac. He adds:  
The town itself is split between oil workers and regular city type workers, retail 
and service. There is a very large spread in wages. And so the town is geared for 
higher wages. So those with lower wages struggle to deal with the cost of living.  
When asked about spiritual teachings about fossil fuels, pastor Kevin primarily talks 
about money and isolation. For him, what defines fossil fuels is not their ecological 
impact, but their social impact. Climate change is not only not a new phenomena – the 
climate has been changing since the flood he says – but it is an environmental event that 
masks and overlooks more fundamental truths about human existence.  
You know, obviously, we pollute the earth and that has an effect on our 
ecosystems in balance, and I think we have to be very responsible in how we 
look after the Earth. That was God's intention to give us that management 
responsibility of the place we live. And there's so many things that we've done to 
abuse that. But on a big level, like global warming or climate change or whatever, 
I think that's been going on much longer than we really give it credit for.  
Under divine principles of sustainable extraction, there is no biblical prohibition against 
developing the resources in the Athabasca region. The bounty beneath the earth awaits 
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those who are willing to use their God given talents, whether they attribute this to God or 
not, to exploit them. The vast oil sands formation in Northern Alberta has provided great 
opportunity for wealth and happiness, he says, which God desires us to have in 
guidance with his will. But it is also a cautionary tale as it holds out the threat of great 
trial and tribulation if we stray from God’s intentions. Such wealth can corrupt even the 
strongest of wills, he says, and if not prepared people can lose themselves quickly 
amidst the lifestyle pressures that come with fast-flowing money. The instability and 
demands of the industry also undermine the ability to build deep and long lasting 
relationships. There is not enough time to give to both family, and to the industry, Kevin 
says. This centrality of relationship, and the potential for oil to undermine this, is of 
profound importance to him. Relationship is the concept through which he defines the 
core tenets of his faith. Through Christ, Kevin insists, our relationships can be restored 
and made whole, just as Christ restored humanity’s relationship with God through his 
sacrifice on the cross.  
While the Bible might not have teachings about fossil fuels by name, it does have 
foundational teachings about wealth, greed, and financial management. “God says that if 
we love anything else besides him, that's idolatry,” Kevin says. A significant amount of 
Jesus’s parables in the New Testament are regarding money, be it about tax collectors, 
paying tribute to Rome, giving to the poor, and even wealth management depending on 
one’s theological interpretations of key scriptures like the Parable of the Talents.24 In the 
relationship between idolatry and oil Kevin insists that the Bible has very relevant 
instructions for workers who come to Fort McMurray. In this environment there is a need 
for Bible-based financial education Kevin says. “That's the problem in our societies, 
people don't get trained on how to handle money. They get trained on how to make 
money.”   
The overall context that the pastor describes is one in which people need to be 
spiritually and financially equipped to face the challenges and temptations of the 
resource extraction economy. For workers, that means spiritual discipline, prayerful 
living, and most importantly the support, care, love, and commitment of a healthy 
Christian community. This articulation is echoed in the apostle Paul’s assertion in the 
book of Ephesians 6: 16-17 in the New Testament: “In addition to all this, take up the 
                                                
24  A talent is a measure of currency. The Parable of the Talents is a story about a king who gives differing amounts of 
money to three servants as a test to see if they will return this gift with an increased value. Matthew 25: 14-30. 
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shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take 
the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (The Holy 
Bible, 1978). And this is exactly the type of provision Kevin attempts to offer in his 
pastoral role, though, as he attests, it is an uphill challenge. The armour of God provides 
a path through the treacherous landscape of the oil sands. Without God’s armour, the 
challenges are multiple and exponential, where one bad choice leads to an even greater 
smattering of bad choices: 
And so when we look at fossil fuels here, it gives us the ability to create wealth 
quickly, if you're in the right job situation. But if we don't handle it properly, we 
have a term up here called the ‘golden handcuffs.’ And so what that means is 
you start making lots of money, you start borrowing lots of money, and now you 
can't go anywhere else in the world to service that debt except here. So you're 
handcuffed. 
His descriptions of the tensions and contradictions of the petrol promise of the good life 
are as succinct as many critical scholars on resource extraction, with one key exception 
– the industry itself, with its insatiable demands for labour hours and family time, is rarely 
equated as problematic. It is quite the opposite in fact. In particular, the pastor describes 
the industry as being a positive force not only in its role as an employment provider, but 
also as a good ecological steward. We’re not just in a relationship with one another and 
with God, but with God’s creation, which lives and breathes, and oil companies are a key 
part of balancing that relation: 
We can't live well if it's [earth] being destroyed. Although we have created our 
environment to use fossil fuels, I don't say to stop using them, but we can do a lot 
more about how we use them. And I think Fort McMurray does a really good job 
in being environmentally friendly. 
Beyond the industry’s dualistic role in its destructive capacity and regenerative 
possibility, it also serves a unique function as a global outpost in the gospel of Jesus. As 
the pastor attests, in the eyes of Jesus, Fort McMurray matters. While every person and 
every community is important to God, there are particular places on earth in which the 
moving of God’s spirit is more evident. If God’s believers are an army – a longstanding 
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Christian metaphor across many denominations – the terrain of the Canadian oil sands 
is an important and strategic high ground. 
When you invest yourself in somebody else's life and time, you enrich yourself 
with the histories of all those different cultures and people. And that's the 
amazing thing for me about Fort McMurray and what the oil industry has done is 
brought the world into one place.  
And in this gathering of the nations there is tremendous opportunity to do God’s work 
and to see miraculous things happen in people’s lives. Just as the bitumen flows through 
the collective industrial efforts of monster trucks, industrial boilers, and steam assisted 
drainage technologies (SAGD), so too does the gospel of Christ flow to the world 
through the divinely organized remittance networks, the drawing together of people to 
hear the gospel in the many churches throughout town, and in the personal faith callings 
of people like Kevin to serve in Fort Mac and abroad. In this way, both wealth and the 
gospel seeps from the abundance that God has placed beneath the frozen earth. This 
articulation is rooted in a much longer tradition of seeing oil not only as a unique bounty 
of God’s creation, but also as a spiritual and financial fuel to bring Jesus to the world.  
Returning to pastor Kevin’s expressions of oil relations in Fort Mac, the social ills 
the industry produces speak to the need for greater moral preparation and fortitude, as 
opposed to greater limits on the industry. Any failings of life in the patch are primarily 
personal and spiritual failings. In fact, this discussion/observation of the link between oil 
and debauchery, and how to best decouple these blessings and curses, has traveled 
wherever oil has brought its wealth-seeking populations (Dochuk, 2019). This does not 
mean that people deserve the troubles that come with the job, Kevin attests, but it does 
mean that the prescriptions are moral and spiritual. Here, the pastor offers a very unique 
set of solutions. While the rigs may physically, socially, and spiritually grind you down, 
the church can build you up:  
The philosophy of our church is come and join us. Let us develop you so that 
when you leave you’re better than when you came… Grow here and make it a 
significant part of your life rather than a prison time where you just kind of feel 
like your life is wasting. Be involved, don't become withdrawn.  
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For Kevin, it is the culture of infinite temporality that underscores the traumas that his 
congregation experiences. The in-and-out mindset of seeing the town as a place where 
“life is on hold” reinforces a destructive relationship between isolation and high pay.  
If you don't keep your relationships good, all this money also will be wasted 
because when divorce [happens], they say love is grand, divorce is a hundred 
grand. So you end up spending half your paycheque supporting a divorced 
spouse. Well, now you just rearranged yourself, right? Because you can't go 
anywhere else to make that kind of a gain … And so the Bible, through the 
relationships with each other, through relationships with money, that kind of 
instruction protects us from the danger of what money can do to you if you don't 
pay attention. 
For Kevin, the contradictions and social realities of fossil capital lie not in the 
accumulation and flow of cash and oil, but in the worker’s inability to steward over and 
manage the riches they pull from beneath the boreal forest floor on behalf of their 
employers. In this articulation, the spiritual labour of pastoral caregivers in the oil sands 
is to save the worker from the oil. Much like the hate-the-sin-not-the-sinner discourse of 
social religious conservatism, the voice of this particular body of Christ is not to shield 
employees from the demands of extraction, but to better equip them to face the demons 
that await them in Fort McMurray. As such, the challenges and contradictions of 
extraction can be spiritually overcome.  
6.3. A place of extremes 
Pastor Jared is a worship leader in the same church as pastor Kevin. We meet 
serendipitously at a coffee shop a few blocks from the church. We strike up a casual 
conversation about what each of us is doing in town during which he offers to share his 
thoughts on the spiritual landscape of Fort Mac. As a pastor his job is to serve the 
spiritual needs of the community. But as a migrant worker to the oil patch himself, he too 
has emotional and spiritual needs. For Jared, the town presents itself as a series of 
spiritual tests. How faithful can he be to the call that brought him here? How deep can he 
go into his relationship with God in the depths of the cold and isolating winter? Why did 
God direct him to this place?  
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Nearly three years in, Jared identifies clear and distinct seasons in his tenure in 
Fort McMurray. Long past the honeymoon phase, which he describes as a flurry of 
iPhone photographs, town explorations, and love for the evening sunsets, he is now 
coming deeper into the reality that he is no longer a visitor here, that the Canadian oil 
sands are his home.  
Well, in life, you could get to a plateau where if you just hung on a little longer 
through the difficulty, you'll discover that uniqueness or the excitement about it 
versus just what's frustrating. And then you've got a second wind and you're like, 
okay, I could stay here a little longer … I've had a couple of times since I've been 
here where I'm like – this is where I want to live? Really, it's challenging. And I 
don't even work on site.  
Jared’s experience in the Athabasca formation is similar to many of those who seek out 
his congregation for spiritual community and care. Drawn to the region for opportunity – 
and a small dose of adventure – he recounts how the experience has been equally 
challenging and rewarding. Originally from the American Midwest, he and his partner 
recently celebrated the birth of their first child. Together they are navigating the joys and 
tensions of first time parenthood in place far from home.  
Beyond just being offered the job, we were really drawn to the opportunities to 
reach different people from around the world, because even though [Fort Mac] is 
kind of small and isolated, there's so many different ethnic backgrounds that are 
represented here and we really love different cultures and languages. 
The multicultural dimensions of the population are a source of pride for citizens of Fort 
Mac. Indeed, for such an isolated geography, the approximate 90,000 residents are 
uniquely reflective of Canada’s multicultural and diverse character. For Jared, who 
comes from a non-European background, the rich cultural tapestry invites positive 
feelings about God’s plan for the town, and especially for he and his family’s role in that 
divine script.  
When it comes to fossil fuels, Jared expresses a combination of personalized 
consumptive confessions amidst a broader articulation of the unique context in which he 
finds himself.  
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As an individual I've always used gas in my car. But being someone who lives in 
an oil town, that also affects my life. Now, I don't work on site. I'm not in that 
industry, but I'm surrounded by people who live in that industry… And so the way 
that fossil fuels affects me when it comes to my job, the type of men and women 
that I'm preaching to and playing with or walking through life with are going to 
have a different set of struggles and challenges just by the nature of where they 
work. 
He also ads unique reflections to the ubiquity of oil in petroculture. Beyond turning the 
key in the ignition of his car in order to get from point A to point B, it is difficult for him to 
entertain a perspective beyond their use because of the deep immersion it has in his life. 
He reflects that his entire “life has been in that [sic] context and culture that uses fossil 
fuels, so I don't really know anything else." Beyond immediate consumptive realities, 
Jared describes the particular features of working within a congregation wherein church 
attendance and the volunteer capacity of the flock is structured by the demands of 
industry. Coming from a tradition where Sundays and most evenings are reserved for 
the Lord, ministering in a twenty-four hour seven-days a week oil economy presents 
unique challenges. One of his greatest struggles has been adjusting his expectations 
around church praise and worship. As the worship pastor, it is Jared’s job to lead the 
congregation in singing and music at the start of the Sunday service as well as other 
church evenings and events. Expressing adoration for God through music and singing is 
an important tenet of most Christian traditions. Throughout the Bible, there are 
numerous injunctions to praise God through this particular form. It is both a command 
and a way to invite God’s blessing into your life. “Worship the LORD your God, and his 
blessing will be on your food and water. I will take away sickness from among you,” says 
the book of Exodus (The Holy Bible: 1978: Exodus: 23-25). In the book of Psalms, King 
David writes: 
Praise the LORD, my soul; all my inmost being, praise his holy name. Praise the 
LORD, my soul, and forget not all his benefits—who forgives all your sins and 
heals all your diseases, who redeems your life from the pit and crowns you with 
love and compassion, who satisfies your desires with good things so that your 
youth is renewed like the eagle’s (The Holy Bible: 1978: Psalm 103: 1-5). 
In Jared’s tradition, worship is central to community life and experiencing the divine. 
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Praising God through collective singing offers churchgoers the opportunity to have their 
faith strengthened and renewed, and to experience the collective affect of what is often 
called “God’s presence.” In many ways, worship is the beating heart of the evangelical 
church, the portion of the Sunday ritual where parishioners are encouraged to give to 
God and, in return, receive blessing. This is not a task that Jared takes lightly. But upon 
taking up his post, organizing the weekly praise and worship service proved to be his 
greatest challenge as a pastor. “It really frustrated me at first,” he says. What makes it so 
challenging is organizing the necessary team of volunteers to put in the time to practice 
and play in the church band. He adds that over time he has learned to temper his 
expectations and to bring his own pastoral schedule more in line with the demands of 
industry. This has meant managing expectations about time as well as creating space 
for rehearsal outside of regular ecclesiastical hours. Beyond these unique organizational 
challenges, Jared hit on many of the issues that are normative to the extractive context, 
in particular the pressure to measure life in terms of dollars and cents, the “security of 
riches,” he calls it. “All people are vulnerable and susceptible when we’re isolated to 
doubt or depression or discouragement or fear,” he says. “So I think there's a spiritual 
need in the city to not equate the health of things based on how the economy is doing or 
the price of oil.” 
Like pastor Kevin, he says the financial incentives of putting life on hold not only 
makes relationships difficult for even someone as connected to the community as 
himself, but also how the gravity of resource cash comes with its own cosmological 
power and earthly pull. “I do believe that there are spiritual forces that wage war," he 
says. 
6.4. I want to know what the truth is 
Jared offers nuanced and reflexive understandings on the relationship between fossil 
fuels and climate change. Living in the beating heart of Canada’s oil economy, 
expressing contrarian industry views can invite unwelcome and negative responses. He 
also brings to his faith a critical reflexivity regarding things in which “Christians haven't 
always acted like they should.” With this in mind, he is committed to articulating his faith 
through an historical and reflexive lens – if Christians have been wrong in the past then 
they can certainly be wrong in the present. As a person committed to the example of 
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Jesus, he says wants to ensure that his actions and ideals are reflective of the character 
and message of Christ, and this includes fossil fuels and climate change. 
The Alberta Narratives Project identifies some of the unique narrative and 
emotional features of the context that Jared finds himself in. The report – produced and 
designed by a leading group of environmental communication thinkers – states: 
“People’s attitudes about climate change and its causes were also influenced by their 
personal connection to the oil and gas industry” (Alberta Narratives, 2018: 28). One of 
the aims of the project is to empower climate communicators and renewable energy 
advocates with talking points about how to begin non-combative and generative 
discussions with people who hold contrarian views on climate change and renewable 
energy. They argue it is difficult to challenge the ecological validity of an industry that is 
directly tied to one’s financial stability and social identity. Likewise, it is especially difficult 
as an outsider to speak into this space without the appropriate experiences and/or 
connections to extraction. Accordingly, they encourage communicators to focus on 
shared values and personal experience, and to limit claims and expressions of urgency 
and the need for immediate, radical, action.  
In some places, people openly shaped their position on climate change in the 
light of this allegiance. One woman in a rural group said: ‘If I say climate change 
is real, maybe my son won’t have a job if we shut off the tap tomorrow.’ An 
energy professional said: ‘I can’t believe in climate change because my whole life 
has been involved in oil and gas. I cannot have this conversation.’ In a youth 
group, held in a school, some parents prompted their children to deny climate 
change because ‘your dad is in oil and gas.’ In all these cases, people were 
openly citing their social allegiance as a basis on which they would accept, or 
reject climate science (Marshall et al., 2018: 28). 
Jared navigates a similar set of tensions expressed by oil and gas workers in his own 
thinking about the industry and global warming. Like many of those identified in the 
study, the pastor is deeply connected to industry. In fact, in a very candid moment he 
says that his job is not unlike other service industry jobs in town, “like McDonald's,” he 
says, in “a church that serves a lot of oil workers." He goes on: 
My job is in the oil industry, right … My first reaction is to kind of go along with 
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the sentiments of people around me. Some people might criticize that, like saying 
‘you gotta make your own decisions,’ but it's hard to not feel as though the best 
thing is to build some pipelines, you know?  
Here, Jared positions himself within the division of labour of the broader bitumen 
economy. While he does not literally work for an oil and gas company, he nevertheless 
expresses an understanding of the political economy of the pastoral services that he 
provides. In terms of climate change, he is unclear about what a faith-based approach to 
fossil fuels would be, just as he is unsure about his own opinions on the future direction 
of oil sands extraction. For the most part, he says that he accepts the science on global 
warming and the connection between burning hydrocarbons, C02, and the greenhouse 
effect. But at times, he attests, the amount of popular media and contested opinion on 
the issue can be overwhelming: 
It doesn't mean I'm not working out my own thoughts about it. I kind of hold my 
opinions a little loosely because I don't ever want to be wrong about something. I 
want to know what the truth is. 
In a context where disbelief in anthropogenic climate change is openly available, and 
often encouraged in varying degrees through state, industry, and cultural institutions, 
navigating uncertainty is a significant task. The 2018 Yale Program on Climate Change 
Communication Canadian Climate Opinions Map notes that the highest level of disbelief 
in climate change in Canada is in the Alberta oil patch. At 30% belief in the human 
origins of climate change in the federal riding of Fort McMurray–Cold Lake, this is not 
only profoundly below the Canadian average of 60%, it is even lower than any other 
region in the United States – including oil producing rural Republican regions in the 
south and Midwest (the national US average is 53%). The picture that emerges is one 
where Canada’s major fossil producing regions, Alberta and Saskatchewan (which also 
demonstrates high levels of anthropogenic climate change disbelief), are deeply 
skeptical of perspectives that challenge the future expansion of their key industries. 
Whereas in the rest of Canada, many places often reliant on Albertan oil for petrol 
(though not oil sands-based fuel in particular), are far more open to significant policy 
action on greenhouse gas emissions and climate change. “It's an intense, extreme 
environment,” Jared says. “The weather is extreme. Politics are extreme. Economy is 
extreme. Everything is kind of like intense.”  
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In this way, Jared’s life in the oil sands is one of constant evaluation. Have I been 
here long enough? How much longer can I go? What is God saying? Divine affirmation 
and direction is central to his type of faith, as is focus on the ontological endgame: 
I’m ready to go to heaven …I remember being young and wishing, well, I don't 
want Jesus to come back until I've gotten married or gotten a cool house or car, 
had kids. But I'm realizing now, like some people might hear, my desire to go to 
heaven is like, what's wrong with you? Why don't you enjoy life? And I do. But I 
don't need to live any more of it to know that it's not the best. It's not everything 
that God intends for us because our sin is still in the mix… According to what I 
believe, there's something better coming. 
Struggle and sacrifice are significant motivators within the Christian tradition. Christ 
called on his believers to be like him, and of course, according to the Christian story, he 
made the greatest of all sacrifices, giving his life for the fate of humanity. In a post-
resurrection world, sacrifice, as Jared attests, can be much more complicated. You are 
“always trying to process what's happening, you know, how long am I going to be here?" 
he says, as he ponders the -25 C weather beyond the glass of the coffee shop. The 
struggles of life, relationship, work, and family are always with us, he adds. If not in the 
oil sands, he could be somewhere else facing the same dissonant sense of comfort and 
displacement. "Everyone's going to face their own contextual problems and challenges. 
But that is true no matter where you go. Isn't there always going to be threats to the well-
being of the work that God is trying to do and its people?”  
6.5. Conclusion 
In a place where home is often never here, church offers a place where the joys of 
relationship can be fostered outside of labour. Here, where workers arrive in 
disproportionate droves from economically depressed regions of Canada, as well as 
internationally, oil wealth opens the doors to self-actualization, autonomy, and care, 
provided one can make it through the emotional and physical field of toil. Labouring in 
the valley of Suncore, Syncrude, and PetroChina, God’s servants in the patch fulfill the 
call of the Lord in their lives and in doing so they do their own bit in softening the blows 
of extraction. What emerges from both of these conversations is a complex portrait of 
the tensions, contradictions, and social realities of pastoral care within resource 
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extraction communities. Selectively attentive to the particular social realities of fossil fuel 
production – for example high rates of addiction, divorce, sexual assault, depression, 
isolation, personal bankruptcy, and family violence – both Jared and Kevin endeavour to 
socially and spiritually equip their congregations for the tough realities of life in the oil 
sands. Embedded within the service economy of Fort McMurray, they also experience 
the hardships, pressures, and challenges of life within the extractive context. Often 
isolated and far from home themselves, their work as pastoral labourers is deeply 




Chapter 7. Out of Egypt  
Abstract: 
This chapter contains two distinct but related sections. The first is dedicated to an 
analysis/participant observation of an interfaith climate change meeting in a rural 
community in South Eastern British Columbia. The theme of the monthly community 
event is faith perspectives on the climate crisis, with a focus on prayerful and ecumenical 
engagement with global warming. There are approximately 20 people in attendance. A 
different faith group hosts the event each month and the liturgy is based upon the 
traditions of the host. A mainline protestant congregation leads the gathering this month 
and the message is built around the biblical Passover story in which the enslaved 
Hebrew population of Egypt escapes from bondage and begins their journey to the 
promised land. The evening’s facilitator leads a discussion of the story through the lens 
of climate change and fossil fuels, asking questions about how themes of slavery, 
control, and freedom relate to contemporary climate politics and Canadian pipeline 
projects. In addition, there is a discussion of metaphor and language as it relates to the 
frames through which participants express their opinions and thoughts about energy and 
ecological crisis. What emerges is a nuanced interpretation of the biblical narrative for 
the contemporary climate moment, with key points made around fossil fuel corporations, 
consumption, and political power.  
The second part of the chapter is dedicated to a three-person focus group with 
participants from the interfaith meeting. Representing Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist 
beliefs, the discussion explores points of contention and convergence regarding human 
choice, fossil fuels, and global warming. A generative tension emerges out of a 
discussion of corporate power and individual culpability. One member of the group 
suggests that the disproportionate power of fossil fuel companies has created the 
current crisis, whereas another challenges this idea seeing climate change as an 
expression of generalized human hubris. Within this exchange of ideas is also an 
interrogation of hindsight, social trust, and the corrective power of pain. Each participant 
sees faith as an important part of carbon resolution, noting that faith asks different 
questions of economic and social relations, and also measures answers according to 
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more holistic metrics. Together, the ecumenical liturgy paired with the focus group 
analysis offers novel perspectives on the energy landscape of Canada.  
7.1. Book of Exodus 
We meet in the chapel of a 100 year-old liturgical church. The chairs are arranged in a 
circle at the back of the room in a large open space behind the pews. There is a fold-up 
table with hot water, tea bags, napkins and cookies. I arrive just as the meeting is about 
to start. The ceiling above us resembles the hull of a large galleon. The woodwork, over 
a century old, is impressive. Large expansive beams bend across the body of the 
chapel. The entire building structure is in the shape of a cross. It has survived fire, a 
rebuilt foundation, and the yearly cycles of deep winter snow and intense summer heat. 
I’m here to participate in a monthly climate change vigil hosted by a local interfaith 
group. For the past three years they have been meeting at a different place of worship 
each month to talk, pray, and strategize about climate action. 
The minister hosting the event has prepared a short syllabus for us to follow. It 
contains quotes from the Old Testament book of Exodus. They have also prepared a set 
of questions to guide the group through thinking about climate change, fossil fuels, and 
the story of deliverance from the tyranny of pharaoh. This is one of the most significant 
and popular stories in the Christian tradition, the story of the Hebrew’s flight from 
captivity in Egypt and the promise of a promised land. The minister has selected verses 
from three chapters of the book, beginning with chapter one, where Pharaoh, fearing a 
slave revolt, orders every male Hebrew child in Egypt killed. The verses describe the 
bleak conditions of servitude: 
So they put slave masters over them to oppress them with forced labor, and they 
built Pithom and Rameses as store cities for Pharaoh. 12 But the more they were 
oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread; so the Egyptians came to dread 
the Israelites 13 and worked them ruthlessly. 14 They made their lives bitter with 
harsh labor in brick and mortar and with all kinds of work in the fields; in all their 
harsh labor the Egyptians worked them ruthlessly (The Holy Bible, 1978: Exodus 
1:8-22). 
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The biblical passages are part of a larger commentary prepared by the minister. Paired 
with each verse is a set of reflective questions. For this scripture, the host’s text asks: 
“How does the situation in this passage compare to our current predicament with climate 
change? What are we enslaved to?” 
The next set of passages are from Exodus chapter 14. In this part of the story, a 
Hebrew leader by the name of Moses has risen-up to challenge the power of the 
Egyptian masters. After God brings ten plagues, including a pestilence that kills 
Pharaoh’s own son, the Hebrews are released from their bondage and granted 
permission to leave Egypt. Their freedom, however, is short lived. Not long after 
Pharaoh has agreed to let the enslaved go he changes his mind, summons his army, 
and pursues Moses and his people into the desert where they eventually find 
themselves trapped between the Egyptian army and the Red Sea. In this moment of life 
or death, the fleeing masses are stricken with fear and doubt. 
They said to Moses, ‘Was it because there were no graves in Egypt that you 
brought us to the desert to die? What have you done to us by bringing us out of 
Egypt? 12 Didn’t we say to you in Egypt, ‘Leave us alone; let us serve the 
Egyptians’? It would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in 
the desert!’ (The Holy Bible, 1978: Exodus 14: 10-12). 
Moses prays to God who tells him to touch the edge of the sea with his staff. The waters 
miraculously part. Moses leads the Israelites into the drained seabed and they cross to 
the other side. Pharaoh follows them. God then closes the sea behind Moses, drowning 
the pursuing Egyptian army (The Holy Bible, 1978). The minister asks: “What terrifies us 
about climate change? Do we find our leaders changing their minds about dealing with 
climate change? Will God save us from the effects of climate change?” 
The final reading is from Exodus chapter 17: 1-7. Having been delivered from the 
grasps of the Egyptian army, the Israelites are now wandering in the desert, thirsty, in 
search of relief. The people become agitated. They fear their God has saved them from 
one death only to condemn them to another. Moses prays. God tells him to strike a large 
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rock with his staff. He does this. Water pours out from the rock.25 The last set of 
questions read: 
Does the image of wandering in the wilderness describe our confusion in dealing 
with climate change? How do we respond to the need to change our lifestyles in 
order to reduce our own carbon emissions? Do we long to “return to Egypt?” Do 
we notice and give thanks, when God provides for us even in the midst of 
change?  
The ensuing discussion circles around critiques of multinational corporations, insincere 
governments, and ‘the media.’ Indeed, the role of structures and power social institutions 
are a recurrent theme amongst believers on all sides of the pipeline continuum, and this 
group is no exception. The most generative question of the conservation is: “Do we long 
to return to Egypt?” Here, the group is tasked to consider where to situate themselves in 
relation to their own feelings, and their own sense of agency, about climate change and 
its causes.  
7.2. Energy oppressors and energy slaves 
In recent years there has been a flourish in environmental scholarship and activist 
communications looking to religious practice, tradition, and faith perspectives for insights 
and teachings about how to act in an age of ecological crisis (Hern & Johal, 2018; 
Szerszynski, 2017; Ghosh, 2017; Stoknes, 2015; Pope Francis, 2015; Marshall, 2014; 
Klein, 2014; Speth, 2008; McKibben, 2001). Likewise, there has been an ecological turn 
in many contemporary Christian traditions to read the bible within an ecological crisis 
context (Lam, 2020; Jenkins et al., 2018; Fair, 2018; Hulme, 2016; Taylor, 2015; 
Ulluwishewa, 2014; Veldman, Szasz, & Haluza-DeLay, 2013). This particular interfaith 
meeting is no exception. These are believers who profess a greater spiritual dimension 
operating in our midst as well as greater climatic forces reshaping the world. For the 
organizers, faith offers not only confessional insights to how they might act as individuals 
and a collective in response to the climate threat, but constructive claims that put into 
                                                
25 “But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, “Why did you bring us up out 
of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?”4 Then Moses cried out to the LORD, “What am I to do with 
these people? They are almost ready to stone me.”5 The LORD answered Moses, “Go out in front of the people. Take with 
you some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 I will stand there 
before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to drink.” Exodus 17: 3-6. 
(The Holy Bible, 1978). 
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spiritual language the realities of climate change and the possibilities to act upon it. As 
outlined by Jenkins, Berry and Kreider (2018), confessional and constructive 
articulations of climate change through lenses of faith speak to the realities of climate 
change as a product of human cultural forms. They write: 
Understanding the cultural dimensions of climate change requires understanding 
its religious aspects. Insofar as climate change is entangled with humans, it is 
also entangled with all the ways in which religion attends human ways of being 
(Jenkins et al, 2018: 85).  
In saying this, they argue that it is in understanding the complexity, interdependency, 
and tensions of human creations that questions of how to address climate change, and 
explanations of inaction, come into sharper view. Unlike the believers here, however, 
Jenkins et al are also cautious to suggest the pro climate possibilities of religion. As a 
cultural form, faith can be invoked to justify all sorts of relations to the environment, just 
as they can be invoked to legitimize all sorts of relations to one another (Hulme, 2015; 
Aslan, 2015). Likewise, Mike Hulme (2015, 2009), who advocates for the 
“spiritualization” of climate change, nevertheless affirms the important boundaries of this 
approach, in particular the varied ways that faith manifests in political contexts (Hulme, 
2009). Responding to the recent uptake of religious articulations of climate change, 
Hulme argues that those who think religion can somehow serve as the missing link in 
bridging the gap between climate change belief and climate change action misread “both 
religion and ecology” (Hulme, 2015: 238). This is not to say that religion does not matter 
or is irrelevant to thinking about climate change, but rather that the offering of deistic 
perspectives may help inform the complex relationships between environment, culture, 
and identity insomuch as they are, but not necessarily as they are wished to be.  
More significantly perhaps, what members of the interfaith group demonstrate, as 
do other believers in this study, is how climate change can act as what Jenkins et al call 
a “religious event” – an orientation that observes an “epochal shift in humanity’s 
understanding of itself and its relations with Earth” (Jenkins et. al., 2018: 99). Shifting 
weather and geographical forms invite ontological accounting, if one chooses to 
entertain the changing climate in this light. “Cultural reckonings with climate change may 
raise fundamental questions of meaning—including questions about human purpose, 
about the goods and destinies of Earth, about the possibilities and limits of human 
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agencies,” Jenkins et al write  (Jenkins et al., 2018: 101). Importantly then, when the 
minister asks the group to consider the question, “Will God save us from the effects of 
climate change?” we are asked to think about climate change in the context of a 
conception of God’s plan for the world and for us, and to contemplate the broader 
cultural parameters of “ontological security” (Giddens, 1991: 36). Our interpolated role as 
believers in this narrative is to recognize the significance of creation turning upon itself, 
becoming hostile like the desert beyond the Red Sea.  
Seeing anthropogenic climate change inline with biblical narratives of flood, 
expulsion, or judgment for human actions on earth speaks to just one of the many 
possible spiritual readings of carbon in the atmosphere, both in religion and in culture.2627 
For the group, understanding climate change as a religious event invites varied 
interpretations of oppression, power, and domination. Throughout the evening, moments 
of heartfelt attrition and culpability were expressed. There were also statements about 
what people were (and could be) doing to lessen their eco impact, like retrofitting 
buildings, driving electric cars, and eating less meat. For the most part, the reflections 
were somewhat to be expected given the overall framing of the discussion through the 
Exodus story: trials and tribulations, human doubt, and God’s faithfulness. However, two 
avenues of the biblical lens were never fully explored: Where are we in the story? Who 
are we in the story? 
In The Energy of Slaves (2012) Andrew Nikiforuk argues that energy slavery, the 
capture and control of kilojoules, is foundational to all human civilizations. Using the 
                                                
26 For example, The Dark Mountain Project, a group of literary enthusiasts, deep green philosophers, and eco activists, 
posits an earth that has already died. With earth behind us, the spiritual and artistic work of dealing with our collective loss 
begins. In their manifesto Uncivilisation, they write: “Human civilization is an intensely fragile construction. It is built on 
little more than belief: belief in the rightness of its values; belief in the strength of its system of law and order; belief in its 
currency; above all, perhaps, belief in its future. Once that belief begins to crumble, the collapse of civilisation may 
become unstoppable. That civilizations fall, sooner or later, is as much a law of history as gravity is a law of physics. What 
remains after the fall is a wild mixture of cultural debris, confused and angry people whose certainties have betrayed 
them, and those forces which were always there, deeper than the foundations of the city walls: the desire to survive and 
the desire for meaning” (Kingsworth and Hine, 2014). 
27 Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1986) describes a totalitarian theocratic revolution in the United States which 
has arisen as atonement for, and in response to, the ecological crisis. In Atwood’s fictional Republic of Gilead, public 
murder, torture, and patriarchal violence are justified by the regeneration of the American countryside. It is a world in 
which organic produce, reclaimed toxic landscapes, and C02 reductions in the atmosphere are a testament to faithfulness 
and obedience to God. Climate change is punishment for the sin of industrial modernity. Reproductive and ecological 
redemption rests in returning to faith. 
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example of Rome, he argues that the empire was the preeminent energy corporation of 
antiquity. As such, Rome can be thought of as the Exxon of its time, he writes, with 
Julius Caesar acting as its most celebrated CEO. For each Roman that lived the full-
fledged life of a citizen there was an army of captured muscle that produced the surplus 
energy necessary to sustain the leisure that the citizen class desired. As such, the 
empire’s primary objective was the capture of more and more energy, he writes. The 
viciousness with which Rome put down slave rebellions was equally in the service of 
protecting their prized energy source. “The crucifixion of six thousand slaves after the 
Spartacus rebellion reminded citizens that Rome would sacrifice energy to maintain its 
energy system” (Nikiforuk, 2012: 9). More importantly, Nikiforuk writes of the corrosive 
effects of slavery on the masters themselves, the illnesses of affluence and the 
psychological torment that accompanies the whip. In the modern world, he argues, 
muscle power has been replaced with fossil fuels wherein each and every person 
commands a varied degree of energy slaves – 89 barrels of oil per year for the average 
North American, according to Nikiforuk’s estimates, 100’s of slaves in energy 
equivalence. The dialectical realities of the thirst for power enslaves the slaver and the 
enslaved alike – we enslave hydrocarbons and hydrocarbons in turn enslave us, he 
writes. Seeing energy in this particular way opens up further ways to consider unasked 
questions. 
“What are we enslaved to?,” the question the minister asked in regard to Exodus 
chapter 1, the story of the Hebrews under the boot of the Egyptians, draws out themes 
of both consumption and fossil fuel structures. Participants in the interfaith discussion 
offered up confessions of convenience, travel, and home heating comforts. They also 
talked about lock-in and the cultures of energy consumption and energized expectations 
that define the Canadian good life. We are also the enslaved to Egypt, a participant 
offered up, beholden to petro powers like Shell, BP, Chevron, and Aramco. In saying so, 
they suggest we are necessarily locked into our consumption through social, economic, 
and cultural apparatuses, interpolated through the disciplinary practices of 
petromodernity. These are sophisticated critiques of the abrupt and significant 
challenges of energy transition. But who and what we are in the biblical story remains 
unchallenged. In the metaphor, fossil-capital-is-slavery, we are interpolated as the 
enslaved. We are not the Egyptians in search of energy slaves to build our world.  
Scholars George Lakoff and Mark Johnsen (2003) theorize that metaphors 
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uniquely shape the way that we understand and engage with social phenomena. In 
Metaphors we live by (2003), they write:  
New metaphors, like conventional metaphors, can have the power to define 
reality. They do this through a coherent network of entailments that highlight 
some features of reality and hide others. The acceptance of the metaphor, which 
forces us to focus only on those aspects of our experience that it highlights, leads 
us to view the entailments of the metaphor as being true. Such ‘truths’ may be 
true, of course, only relative to the reality defined by the metaphor (Lakoff & 
Johnsen, 2003: 158-159). 
In the Old Testament, Hebrew bodies were a significant source of Egyptian power. Their 
muscle built the social, cultural, and political geographies of Ramses and his 
predecessors. The great pyramids of Giza were elevated by human fuel. Yet, the 
narrative lens and frame of Egypt in the Exodus story is the knowledge of deliverance. 
We know that the Israelites eventually reach their promised land, though hostile it may 
have been. This shapes the metaphor toward the teleology of salvation.  
In most protestant Christian traditions, Exodus is only one installment in the 
broader theological biopic that leads from Eden to Golgotha, from Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden to Jesus on a hill outside of Jerusalem where he was executed. We 
humans wandered in the proverbial desert of our failings until God finally made the 
ultimate sacrifice for us, through the death of his son. With the sacrifice of Christ we no 
longer need to atone in the same ways as we did in the past. We no longer need to be 
fuelled in the same ways as we did in the past. In this rendition, a renewable energy 
future acts as the promised land beyond Egypt, OPEC, Exxon, Shell, Aramco, Fort 
McMurray, Dallas, Houston, Cleveland, the Gulf of Mexico, the North Sea, the Bakken 
shale, and the Red Sea. As such, in the ministers’ questions that mapped our journey 
from Egypt to the promised land, we see not only how faith can respond to oil relations, 
but how oil relations can be articulated through faith. In the Exodus story, energy is 
visible in its power to oppress, shape, and direct human lives. But it is rendered silent 
too – we are not the energy nor are we those in search of it. As such, a significant 
narrowing of the narrative also occurs. We are the oppressed, not the oppressors. A 
follow-up focus group conversation with three members of the interfaith group offers 
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unique ways in which this dialectical relationship is further considered, understood, and 
expressed through the lens of faith.  
7.3. Once in the service of oil  
Simon is a Swami in the tradition of Hinduism. Living in a religious community at the 
edge of a large lake in rural British Columbia, his relationship to fossil fuels is uniquely 
complex. As a Swami he is dedicated to a life of simplicity, collective living, and 
vegetarianism. But as a former petrol industry worker, his cultural sympathies align with 
many populist petrol sensibilities blended with longue durée spiritual understandings of 
human desire, concern for the future of the planet, and the tensions of human relations 
with the non-human world. “The problem isn't fossil fuels or a fossil fuel industry,” he 
says in response to a question about faith teachings and fossil fuels. “There's something 
else at play here. And to characterize it that way is to distort events with the wisdom of 
hindsight. You know, we all created the problem.” 
Simon is a retired environmental engineer, who, in a former life was a senior 
environmental advisor on the now defunct Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project. This 
proposed pipeline was one of the most ambitious extractive projects in Canadian history, 
sponsored by a joint consortium of firms including Exxon Mobil, Shell, ConocoPhillips, 
and Imperial Oil. Travelling north-south from the Beaufort Sea in the Arctic circle through 
the Northwest Territories and into Alberta, the more than 1200km natural gas route 
would have ushered a new geography of extraction in the region. In his role, Simon tells 
of working closely with political leaders, Indigenous nations, pipeline workers, and 
energy CEOs, one of whom became a close and personal friend. “They knew why they 
were there. They were good people doing good things,” Simon recalls of conversations 
he had with a particular oil and gas executive. “He had a spiritual base for what he was 
doing … but he could not see that in Greenpeace.”  
Simon tells of being an eco-advocate within the industry when the science of 
global warming was just coming into consciousness. What he refers to today as the 
“wisdom of hindsight” was at that time, he recalls, little more than a scientific theory 
embraced only on the fringes of the environmental movement. His experience as an 
industry worker offers a novel set of reflections in terms of the faith realities of extraction. 
He describes his former colleagues as good and moral, and that the complexities of 
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ecological crisis are misplaced in the identification of enemies and saints. The “tendency 
to blame” he reflects, misplaces the underlying realities of climate change. 
Deep inquiry is perhaps the dominant thematic in how Simon considers the 
questions put to the group. And that deep inquiry begins with the self: “The problem isn't 
fossil fuels, it's addiction and it's unconscious behaviour” he says. This view captures a 
degree of contradiction within the various articulations of faith, hydrocarbons, and 
climate change amongst the group. In contrast to the theme of the most recent monthly 
vigil, wherein the enslaved masses yearn to be delivered from the tyranny of corporate 
Egypt, the views amongst the small group navigate a difficult tension between personal 
accountability and the role of power. For Simon, in the perspective of his tradition, inner 
peace and social peace are intrinsically linked. He describes leaving the industry not 
necessarily for environmental concerns (though these were part of his decision), but 
because he did not like whom he saw himself becoming. He says: 
I became very disillusioned about my profession. The lack of deep enquiry. Why 
are we doing this? Why are we not looking at options? Why does it have to 
become so confrontational? And it was actually that confrontational part I realized 
I was becoming very good at. 
7.4. Social fabric 
Janice, the mainline protestant minister who organized the interfaith group, describes the 
difficulties of trying to live a carbon neutral life in the context of an immersive fossil 
economy. The small town in which she lives (on the other side of the lake from Simon) is 
more equipped than most to provide transportation alternatives for residents in the 
downtown core. There is a reliable bus service, a walkable city centre, and even a 
community run car-sharing program. Despite all of this, she describes the difficulties of 
even basic carbon-conscious living.  
Fossil fuels are absolutely embedded. I mean, I haven't managed to wean myself 
off bananas that obviously needed fossil fuels to get here. And the bus uses 
fossil fuels and all the food and clothing and building materials and all kinds of 
things that come into this town come on trucks. So we're obviously using tons of 
fossil fuels in order to just live here. 
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Personal automobile use, heating, and travel are the most common response to the 
question of how fossil fuels impact one’s life. In fact, across all the groups in this study, 
the personalization of carbon calculating through lifestyle behaviours permeate thinking 
about how fossil fuel impacts their worlds. Less common was participants’ willingness to 
take their reflections beyond the immediate discussion of fuel consumption to broader 
political and social relations. 
Michael Maniates (2001) writes about the “environmental imagination” and the 
way in which individualizing responsibility for the ecological crisis poses serious limits in 
our ability to think of alternatives beyond personal consumption. Writing in the early 
2000’s, Maniates captures a particular moment in the intersection between neoliberalism 
and environmental modernization. At the time when eco-critique was most radical in its 
censure of industrial modernity, the professionalization of mainstream environmentalism, 
embodied in his argument by groups like the Sierra a Club and the Environmental 
Defense Fund, the compromise to get a seat at the table with industry was the exchange 
of the more radical aspirations of 1970’s counter-culture. He argues environmentalists 
surrendered their indictment of economic growth and desire for total system change with 
recycling, awareness, and personal eco choice. What emerged, Maniates suggests, is 
the dream of a “struggle-free” revolution in mainstream environmental thinking that now 
aligns itself with the dictates of neoliberalism (Maniates, 2001: 41). What emerges is a 
post-political world where consumer choice is hegemonic and other options, like 
environmental citizenship or collective action through lawmaking, direct democracy, or 
mass mobilization are foreclosed. Nearly two-decades since making the argument, the 
personalization of thinking about the eco-crisis is markedly present even amongst those 
who are able to clearly articulate discourses of corporate and political power. Amongst 
the interfaith group, however, there were moments in which the impacts of fossil fuels 
were expressed in a personal, yet non-consumptive, reality. In one instance, Janice 
talked about the recent wildfires that had engulfed her town.  
For nearly the entire summer of 2018, the entire region was shrouded in a dense 
haze of white smoke, the air thick with ash and the smell of burning pine. In the stifling 
heat of the hottest summer months, daily air quality advisories were the norm, with 
strong cautions about venturing outdoors on most days. “Climate change is affecting me 
right now,” Janice says. She goes on: 
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I mean, the weird weather we've had in recent years … we get these hot springs 
where the snowpack is just gone in a flash. And the thing that really I felt 
impacted with this past summer was the smoke. I was so claustrophobic in that 
smoke. I just felt so uncomfortable. I bought an air conditioner for my house. And 
it didn't really seem to make much difference. It still didn't make the air fresh, you 
know …  So I feel like fossil fuels are having a huge impact not just on me 
personally, but on all of us. And going to what you were talking about, about the 
huge transition and what does it do to the social fabric?  
The tension highlighted in the power/personal culpability divide also speaks to the 
varying ways that participants imagine how faith can speak to climate change in ways 
that secular articulations cannot. The two most generative questions for the group are: 
“What role does faith play in the world today?” and “Does your faith have any teachings 
about fossil fuels?” The former invited reflections about the broader cosmological 
underpinnings of consensus reality. It also ushered in nostalgic lamentations of more 
simple times in response to a hyper-mediated world that, for the participants, appears to 
make less and less sense. Janice describes her experience of watching a CBC 
documentary about a trend of violent outbursts by elementary school students in Ontario 
against their teachers: 
I was just horrified by the whole thing. And of course, the school system, the 
teachers, the principals, the school boards are trying to figure out how to deal 
with this. But I find myself thinking somehow in modern life, we're lacking that 
sense. People are lacking that sense of community that we experience in each of 
these faith communities that we belong to, that sense of belonging, that sense 
that somebody cares that doesn't come from being on Facebook or social media 
or texting on your phone all the time. You know, I just have to wonder whether 
there is actually something missing that's causing these violent outbursts. You 
know, I mean, I don't know, but it just seems to me that there is something 
missing. 
The questions for the study are relatively broad and therefore invite many possibilities 
regardless of connection to the topic of fossil fuels. But often, the connection is implied 
and linked in interesting and unexpected ways. For Janice, the perceived loss of 
structured community in late capitalism has ushered in a differing set of social 
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expectations and behaviours that relate to every aspect of her being in this world. As 
such, to discuss the suspected adverse aspects of social media within a discussion of 
faith and fossil fuel is not necessarily tangential. Janice goes on:  
Because I think when I was a kid, I knew very clearly that I belonged to a family 
and I belonged to a school, that I belonged to a church and I belong to a group 
Girl Guide group or whatever, you know. But there was a strong sense that we, 
all those groups, held similar values. 
It is here that a larger cosmological universe is unveiled. A fossil-fuelled world hurtling 
toward the ever increasing creature comforts of social and online life has left behind the 
more rooted experiences of community, culture, and importantly, the non-human world. 
In this view our detachment and destruction of natural worlds is uniquely tied to the 
destruction of the pre-globalized age. While not stated with such a causal clarity, the 
“something missing” to which Janice refers is a spiritual rootedness, the lack of which 
leaves people susceptible to the increasing allure and power of consumerism, 
communicative capital, and the promises and comforts of petromodernity. Moreover, an 
added layer of complexity is offered in that Janice’s mainline protestant Christian 
tradition has officially embraced environmental care as a key tenet of their articles of 
faith. As one of her denomination’s core beliefs, it is linked to both questions of justice 
and creation care. It also alludes to the spectre of an unconnected yet connected world 
awash with feelings and questions of trepidation, fear, and mourning for the future 
ahead. For Janice, seeing kids kicking teachers with impunity invites the question of how 
will future generations face the climate crisis without spiritual grounding, without a 
common story?  
7.5. Belief without guarantees: a charging grizzly bear  
Brad describes himself as a Buddhist meditator. For a summation of his faith, he 
offers: “You don’t separate the sacred from the material.” He tells us that he is currently 
battling cancer and that he is losing that battle. Both of his parents were scientists, he 
says, each with their own particular versions of the divine – one very religious in their 
approach, the other not at all. His own career was in the field of environmental analysis. 
“Faith can point you in a certain direction” he says, “but it is only a beginning.” For Brad, 
there are two dimensions to faith, each having a unique role in our world: faith as an 
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impulse and faith as rooted in experience. To sustain faith over the length of our lives we 
must move from the desire of faith to the lived reality of engaging with the non-material 
world. We have faith in all sorts of things he says, in particular what he calls the 
“materialistic faith” of much of the modern world, a world wherein companies are 
responsible to their shareholders and where the natural world is regarded as a 
storehouse of things. He speaks fondly of his understanding of Indigenous approaches 
to land stewardship and spiritually. But his most prescient observation comes when 
reflecting about the role of faith in the world. To explain, he offers up a story of a grizzly 
bear encounter in a nearby forest. He and his children were hiking along a river in the 
backcountry when they startled a mother grizzly with two cubs. The sound of the river 
had likely disguised the sound of their movements, elevating the danger of the chance 
encounter. He begins to cry as he tells of the next few moments:  
A thought would begin to form and then it was the next moment of explosion. 
Cubs. Mother. She’s there. She’s charging. I have this thought which I can feel. 
Bubbling up. Communicate that you are not a threat. So the way that I did that 
was to go up a tree.  
Brad’s voice is quiet and shaking. At this point in the story, he is crying. “There was not 
time to be frightened. And my memory of her was that she was very beautiful.” When the 
ordeal ended, and the bear left him and his family, his life was forever changed. The 
encounter was both terrifying and magical, leaving him with one resounding take away:  
We all felt blessed and decided not to talk about it because people hearing that 
story would interpret it. It was a feeling that you could not think that the next 
moment would be the same as the previous one.  
For Brad, the practical spiritual/environmental implication of this life-changing encounter 
is the idea of interdependence. For him, the story of faith is about the interaction and 
dependence of meaning between the divine, the natural, and the everyday. An 
interdependent worldview necessitates an understanding of fossil fuels and their impacts 
he says. Through spiritual enlightenment the practices of extraction, whether articulated 
as being orchestrated by corporate forces or as the product of human failings, cannot 
help but be understood in a critical lens. The hubris of extraction lies not in the idea of 
destruction without consequence, but in the illusion and cultures of control that he says 
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fossil fuels encourage. At any moment it all could change. In Brad’s perspective, that 
moment, wherein a person realizes that life can change drastically from one moment to 
the next, is what climate science is telling all of us. The world that fossil fuels enabled is 
over. We’re all standing before the terrifying magic of a charging mother grizzly bear and 
there is no real time for coherent thought or articulation. Though it might be, as he 
states, a beginning. To this, Simon offers an observation that the environmental 
movement, and even groups like the interfaith community they are a part of, offer a sort 
of spiritual grounding in an otherwise spiritually floundering world. He says: 
I think a lot of people would bristle at it, but I think they [eco groups] are their own 
belief system. Where people come together who share deep held views and a 
sense of responsibility. I've seen that in so many environmental groups. It's an 
avenue.  
In this sense, he suggests not that the world is without spirit, but rather that our world is 
one in which certain spirits dominate others: selfishness over altruism; materialism over 
community; greed over care. Amidst this discussion there is also a sense that the 
question barely scratches the surface of a much larger conversation about what a 
politically active faith looks like. For Simon, the original question, “Does your faith have 
any teaching about fossil fuels?” is an innate provocation, one that carries with it 
dangerous, and uncritical, assumptions. “I don’t like the question,” he states. “I think 
there's a real issue in labeling fossil fuels as the problem. We created them. We created 
the dependency.” In Simon’s opinion, the question I asked the group presents fossil 
fuels, and in particular those who supply them, in an oppositional context. This shrouds 
the issue in a lens of social taboo. When something is taboo, he says, it becomes very 
difficult to understand. This is rooted in his broader sense that antagonistic relations 
overlook the critical juncture of the climate crisis:  
We can't blame others or we can't demonize something that's of our own creation 
as a way to escape responsibility for it. And our whole, in my opinion, our political 
system is not up to the challenge.  
To this he adds the example of concrete, what he describes as an equally destructive 
environmental material but one that doesn’t invite a similar, though certainly deserving, 
ire. “Fossil fuels haven't been a problem until somebody identified it, global warming,” he 
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says. For Simon, questions of power are dissolved within a cultural solution of complicity 
and desire. Climate change, and the inability to address its root cause – human failing – 
is disguised when enemies are made of some people and heroes made of others. 
Transition to the post-fossil ages begins by breaking the cycle of individual failure and a 
culture of blame. It is not that we are powerless, as many in the broader interfaith 
meeting expressed to varying degrees, but rather that we are powerful. The current 
moment is the sum of human choices. And it is the sum of human choices that will get 
humanity out of this predicament. In this account, it is just then a matter of getting a 
critical mass to commit to a life of self-denial and ecological reflection. One possible 
route, Simon suggests, is through the social utility of suffering.  
A common theme amongst the group is the idea of the social fabric of pain – that 
social and individual change most often occurs through the experience of tragedy, loss, 
and catastrophe. “I mean, how do we learn?” Simon asks the group, rhetorically. “The 
biggest teacher of all time, generation after generation after generation, is pain.” The 
group laughs. Janice adds: “And we're not feeling the pain.” 
It is in these moments that the at times divergent paths of the group merge. 
While there are differences in thinking about the role of power, and the powerful in terms 
of fossil fuel production and use, the goal of a fossil-free future is nevertheless 
steadfastly agreed. “We happened to have stumbled into this technology around fossil 
fuels,” says Simon. He continues: 
And we're going to get ourselves out pretty quickly, either graciously or not so 
graciously. I don't view it as a good thing or a bad thing. It's a learning thing. I 
honestly don't think we knew any better. How could we?  
For the group, collective action, either sparked by a mass change in consciousness or 
as a collective action-based political organizing, change is made all the more difficult in 
the present context because a perceived fractured social fabric – the lack of a common 
story which the interfaith group is conscientiously attempting to re-constitute around an 
ecumenical set of spiritual principles and practices. They imagine their organization as a 
place to foster this idea. To connect to an underlying social sentiment that challenges 
the dominant material culture that everyone in the group has described in one form or 
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another. Without a connection to the sublime, or to spirit, carbon transmission, or at least 
the move to a post-fossil fuel world that is not excessively painful, is unlikely. 
7.6. Conclusion 
One conversation, or one set of conversations, can never capture the entirety of 
nuances and layers of an issue that for those who take the time to concern themselves 
with, is woven into the fabric of our being. As a hyperobject, petroculture does such 
things. From this perspective, the arteries, veins, cells, and capillaries of the fossil fuel 
age are so expansive that it is impossible to find a position from which to view it in its 
entirety. In many ways, the group expresses how fossil fuels demand an extension of 
faith into uncharted territory. Reckoning with them means asking questions of our 
questions. How have the metaphors and meanings of our traditions shaped and directed 
our thinking about climate change and extraction? If climate change is the most 
significant social and political issue of our time, how ought one’s faith respond? These 
are questions that are difficult to conclude, especially as the refuge of first principles – 




Chapter 8. Creationist. Evolutionist.  
Abstract: 
This chapter is a focus group conversation with five protestant Christians who attend a 
large evangelical church in the suburbs of Vancouver, BC. They are a unique set of 
believers in that, in addition to a shared congregation, they are also active members of a 
creation science advocacy group. As self-identified Creationists, they believe that an 
intelligent designer created the earth and that adherence to proper science reveals this 
to be true. Amidst a broader conservative orientation, there are key tensions within the 
group around climate change and climate science. While each interviewee ascribes to 
the theory of Intelligent Design, a revamped Creation Science that allows some leeway 
with the constrained 6000-year Genesis timeline for God’s creation of the earth, they do 
not all agree on the falsity of climate science nor have unanimity of opinion on the social 
and political meaning of fossil fuels. Three participants strongly oppose consensus 
climate science, one is ambivalent, and another believes in the anthropogenic origins of 
the climate crisis. These beliefs about climate map atop their positions about what the 
hydrocarbon future of Canada should be.  
Additionally, claims about mainstream media, Western civilization, and God’s intention 
permeate the conversation. As such, a sense of persecution and urgency informs the 
majority of the group, with a general coherence around a shared mistreatment at the 
hands of the secular social majority. Some members express far-right anti-Islamic views 
that are linked to fossil fuels through a more generalized critique of Justin Trudeau, and 
what some perceive as a tripartite Liberal Party of Canada blasphemy consisting of 
opposition to pipelines, support for LGBTQ+ rights, and the promotion of an anti-
Christian agenda. Such reflections are put into context with contemporary conservative 
populist trends in Canada, paired with a brief discussion of Ernesto Laclau’s theory of 
populism more generally. Most participants reveal media diets of conservative news, 
leading conservative Christian personalities, and independent Christian press.  
***It is also important to note how the group offers up an opportunity to address a 
subtext that permeates many of the discussions in this research – the relationship 
between conservative politics and conservative faith. As alluded to above, many of the 
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antagonisms that the group expresses invite a broader set of questions about the 
entanglement of faith, petroculture, and ideology: What is driving beliefs about fossil 
fuels and climate change in this particular context? How come these believers have such 
a different perspective on fossil fuels than their progressive spiritual cousins, sometimes 
only a few kilometers away? What is the source of such contested interpretations of the 
same God, the same scriptures, the same country, and the same industries? These are 
of course massive questions. If only one of them were answered succinctly it would be 
the academic achievement of a lifetime. Briefly, I identify two possible ways to consider 
these questions. First, consensus environmental communication scholarship suggests 
that values and political beliefs are the most significant indicator of views on climate 
change, and by extension fossil fuels (Jenkins et al., 2018; Hochschild, 2016; Marshall, 
2014). Two, faith informs human values and vice versa. This latter reflection initiates 
complex considerations of the conversations and interviews throughout this thesis: 
When is faith talking? When is politics talking? How might we go about separating the 
two? And perhaps most importantly, to what ends?  
To address the first consideration, I venture the following: faith is necessarily 
opaque, hence why it is called faith. In terms of proactive initiatives and the potential of 
faith to inform, aid, and inspire social change, examples can be found in examining how 
the American Religious Right was able to lobby, influence, and mediate their way into 
the highest echelons of American power and the Republican Party over the span of four 
decades following the Kennedy presidency (Harrison, 2017; Bean, 2014a). And while 
this has not happened to the same degree in Canada, lessons and possibilities can be 
learned in the reality that religion in Canada, and evangelical faith in particular, has been 
ideologically fluid over the past century (Bean, 2014a; Malloy, 2011; Young, 2009). This 
suggests more than anything else, that as much as oil and extraction are wedded to 
contemporary conservative politics, so too they are wedded to conservative expressions 
of Christian faith. In other words, this is an ideological orientation more than it is a 
religious one (Fleet, 2021; Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 2019; Fleet 2018a; Fleet, 2018b). As 
such, we could venture the claim – as Lydia Bean does in her work on evangelical 
subcultures – that the way in which conservative politics are woven into the very fabric of 
what it means to be evangelical in America applies to particular expressions of 
evangelical faith in Canada as well (Reimer & Sikkink, 2020; Bean, 2014a). As 
expressed by many of the believers we will now hear from, there are numerous points in 
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which petro politics are subsumed into what it means to be a true Christian. As such, 
rejecting climate change and embracing the hydrocarbon industry becomes a statement 
of faith no different than reciting the Sinner’s Prayer, responding to an altar call in 
church, or speaking in tongues – each evidence of God’s divine invitation into one’s 
heart, body, mind, and soul. 
8.1. The Mystery of the Genome 
Creationist: a person who believes evolution is false. 
Evolutionist: a person who believes in evolution. 
The proposed coastal terminus for the TMX pipeline is only a few kilometers away. On a 
clear day the large green circular vats of the Kinder Morgan tanker farm on the nearby 
hillside are visible from the church parking lot. The building is the size of a small college 
campus, fit with two large auditoriums, 200-seat cafeteria, banquet hall, and nearly fifty 
staff plus dozens more volunteers. Church clubs are able to use the facility to organize 
speakers and events, including this one, which has been convened to talk about the 
merits of intelligent design.  
This is a very select group of believers. For many Christians in this particular 
tradition it is enough to know that God created humans and the earth. Worrying about 
the biological mechanism through which God created humanity is not as pressing as the 
feeling and expression of a personal relationship with Jesus. However, for those who link 
the rise of science to the perceived ills of secular society, then the question of origins is 
of profound, even eternal, importance. In terms of belief, the people gathered here 
represent a fervently committed group of mostly conservative evangelical Christian 
followers. Their work is both activist and educational. An ad for the event asks “Why 
Consider Creation Science?” This is followed by a brief write-up which introduces the 
event by stating: “As you may be aware, the lie of evolution is taught as fact in our 
secular public schools, and even in many ‘Christian’ schools.” There are about 40 people 
in the room. They have gathered to watch two films, Evolution: The Grand Experiment – 
episode one and Genetic Entropy and the Mystery of the Genome, followed by an 
accompanying discussion. 
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The films are intriguing works of environmental discourse and science 
communication. The first is the story of evidence gaps in evolutionary theory. The key 
moment in the film is when a leading creation science advocate, American conservative 
Christian radio host, Bob Eynart, interviews a well-known American paleontologist, Dr. 
Jack Horner. The scientist is the head of a team that is overseeing a groundbreaking 
and rare discovery. In 2011 in Montana a T-Rex skeleton was found with visible petrified 
red blood cells. This was not only a significant discovery for paleontologists, but also for 
the adherents of intelligent design. In the audio interview, the radio host asks Dr. Horner 
if he can pay for a sample of the T-Rex’s red blood cells to be carbon dated at an 
independent lab. Dr. Horner declines the request. Based on Horner’s denial, the film 
infers that the dinosaur dig crew is fearful that an independent lab might find that the soft 
tissue red blood cells were not miraculously persevered over an immense amount of 
time, say 100s of millions of years, but rather are much younger, perhaps only 100,000 
years old. This would then mean the T-Rex’s in Montana are not 100s of millions of 
years old but in fact tens of 1000s of years old. Importantly for Eynart, if dinosaurs 
existed on the earth as recent as 100,000 years ago, such a finding would prove the 
theory of evolution wrong. In addition to this pivotal scene, there are vignettes and 
interviews with several leading evolutionary theorists and natural history museum 
curators who on video express how some hand drawn and computer visualizations of 
past creatures are only educated guesses, essentially made-up. The overall story arc is 
that evolution is more fiction than fact. They have “no real evidence, so they have to use 
lies,” says the host of the evening during a discussion. 
The second film, Genetic Entropy and the Mystery of the Genome, explains why 
Darwin’s theory of human origins is wrong at a genetic level. Like the first film, it is a 
reminder that the “majority of scientists can be wrong,” our host reiterates. Genetic 
entropy is the idea that random mutations are almost never significant enough to recur in 
subsequent generations. As such, it posits that the timeframe of Darwinian evolution is 
too expansive and too slow for random mutations to take hold. According to the theory, 
genetic degeneration is much more easily passed on from generation to generation and 
therefore much more plausible. Thus, instead of evolving through random mutations – 
which the theory says almost never happens – humans are actually devolving, our DNA 
is becoming less diverse and more fragile with each subsequent combination. And what 
it means to the makers of the film is if evolution is happening, then it is happening 
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against time, in the opposite direction argued in Darwin’s On the Origin of the Species 
(2008). The overall point of the film is that Darwin’s primary mechanism for evolution is 
false. Accordingly, if we are devolving instead of evolving then there must be a designer 
at the helm of creation. For these believers, this means that humans were divinely 
created and because of sin we are genetically withering away. Importantly, science, not 
religion, proves it so. 
The films are both informative and proactive, created for viewing in exactly these 
types of contexts. Those who are curious about earth’s origins or are suspicious of the 
motives of mainstream science, and who perhaps have ideas about the possible social 
and cultural implications of secular scientific knowledge, are ideal audiences for this 
message. Along with the two films, there are readings that can be purchased at a table 
at the back of the room, including children’s stories and alternative grade school 
textbooks authored by several well-known authors in the creation science universe. The 
narrative arc of the latter film is particularly compelling. 
It is the story of a man who, against all odds, becomes not only a believer in 
Christ, but a persecuted Christian warrior against the overwhelming institutional and 
political power of secular science. The main character, Dr. John C. Sanford, tells of 
being an atheist for most of his early life. Then, while working as a scientist – and 
despite his own desire to disbelieve in a creator God – he encounters the idea of genetic 
entropy. This leads him to a radical conversion moment wherein he realizes that the only 
reasonable conclusion in the face of such a revelation is that there must be an architect, 
an author, who penned the genetic story of human life. At the films’ climax, Dr. Sanford 
says: “We are a perishing people in a dying world” (Cantelon, 2011). The narrative 
power of each story is the claim to be using the principles of science against science. 
Each film stakes a position that they are not anti-science, but rather that proper science 
proves the origin story in the book of Genesis, the story of a very young earth measured 
in 1000’s of years as opposed to billions. In a handout accompanying the film there is a 
quotation attributed to Charles Darwin:  
If it could be demonstrated that any complex organ existed, which could not 
possibly have been formed by numerous, successive slight modifications, my 
theory would absolutely break down.  
169 
Both films claim to have made such a discovery. The ensuing discussion is a mix of 
affirmation and mild indignation. How could supposed good people, scientific people, 
public experts, and university educators, participate in such a willful lie? How come I was 
never taught in school that the theory of evolution had so many flaws? Some people 
chuckled during the most outlandish parts of the film where a paleontologist shows how 
they drew a tail on a particular ancient sea lizard because they thought it might have had 
a tail. Others asked for particularities about the dinosaur find and if anything had 
happened since the radio host’s request to carbon-date the Montana T-Rex blood cells 
was declined. The most general sense was of disbelief that the majority of contemporary 
Canadian society could believe such a ridiculous theory, and also a heavy dismay that 
such preposterous claims could gain so much institutional and government support. 
“They’re teaching stupidity,” our host says. From this view, what both films affirm is the 
power of secular society to push falsehoods that undermine the most sacred of stories – 
God’s creation. “If they could only see things how we see them,” the host tells the 
audience, highlighting the absurdity of the idea that a fish could become an ape. 
“Evolutionists don’t care about truth, they’re just protecting their worldview.”  
8.2. The worst part of Canadian society 
Just before the focus group starts, John, 68, retired, pulls me aside and reveals three 
photocopied newspaper columns from the Vancouver Sun, the largest daily newspaper 
in British Columbia. He offers them up as evidence to support his disbelief of 
anthropogenic climate change. The columns are by Richard Foot, Kevin Gaudet, and 
Lorne Gunther, Canadian writers who together have penned numerous columns 
questioning the science of anthropogenic climate change (Gunster et al., 2018a; Gunster 
et al., 2018b). The first news article, “Climate data collected from too few stations: U.S. 
scientists” describes how in the wake of “Climategate,” the hacking of climate scientist 
emails from the University of East Anglia in 2009 in the lead up to COP 15, new 
investigations suggests that climate scientists are “cherry picking” temperature data from 
lower altitude/latitude weather stations in their climate change models. The second, 
“Copenhagen grifters plan $3000 con on every Canadian Family,” explains how the 
“developing world has teamed up with global warming activists” to transfer billions of 
dollars from working Canadians to impoverished countries to help them protect against 
the adverse impacts of a warming earth and to invest in environmental projects. The 
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third, “Scientists pull a temporary about-face on global warming” tells of how a high-
ranking IPCC scientist has had a change of heart on climate change and who now 
believes that the earth has not warmed over the past decade. Together, these columns 
present a picture in which not only is the theory of climate change resting on shaking 
scientific foundations, but that the coalition of thinkers that hold the scientific consensus 
together is fracturing, potentially revealing underlying nefarious motivations of global 
warming advocates. In the same conversation in which he shares the news clippings, 
John also says: “Justin Trudeau said evangelical Christians are the worst part of 
Canadian society.” He says it is important that I know this because it speaks to what is 
really going on in the country. The claim, that Trudeau detests evangelicals, was first 
made popular in 2015 by far-right religious leader and Youtube broadcaster, Dr. Charles 
McVety, a prominent Canadian evangelical and associate of conservative Ontario 
Premier Doug Ford (Rushowy & Benzie, 2018). McVety gained prominence in the 2000s 
onward as a leading voice in the national anti-gay marriage movement in Canada. In a 
2015 video with over 180,000 views titled “Justin Trudeau said: Christians are the worst 
part of Canadian society,” McVety states: 
Why would a leader say that evangelicals are the worst part of society? 
Evangelical Christians that seek to spread the love of Jesus Christ, to care for 
one another, to love others, are the worst people? Well the reality is that in 2003 
our society set up a new morality. That new morality was the redefinition of 
marriage. That new morality is now the law of Canada. And evangelical 
Christians are offside that law. We’re against the law. And therefore people like 
Justin Trudeau treat us as some kind of haters. That we hate homosexuals which 
is the furthest thing from the truth. We love homosexuals, but we hate the sin. 
Homosexuality is self destructive (McVety, 2015). 
In 2011, as head of Canada Christian College, a small bible school in Ontario, McVety 
courted additional controversy when he invited far-right Dutch politician Geert Wilders to 
speak at a private free-speech event (Hume, 2011). Wilders is a key figure in the anti-
immigrant, anti-Islam, movement in Europe and in 2016 was convicted of hate speech in 
the Netherlands (Darroch, 2016).28 For John, both the alleged statement about 
Trudeau’s views on evangelicals, and the climate skeptic columns he brings to the focus 
                                                
28 This ruling was partially overturned in 2020. See: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-54029993 
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group, establish an important set of Christian nationalist subtexts for the hour and a half 
discussion: Christian values are under attack in Canada and theories of climate change 
and resistance to fossil fuel extraction are part of this offensive.   
8.3. Propaganda and false science 
Truth, speculation, and the failure of scientific predictions are common themes amongst 
the group. That certain predictions about the rate of heating and impending ecological 
collapse have not come to pass is front and centre in how they view the legitimacy of 
contemporary claims about things like the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions or 
to limit the use of fossil fuels. With additional sympathy for creation science, most are apt 
to consider IPCC climate models through the lens of past fissures in scientific 
consensus. Greg, 71, a retired home builder and landlord, says: 
From what I do recall in the early 70s the big conversation on global temperature 
was that we were heading for a mini ice age and that sulphur dioxide is going to 
block out the sun and cause a mini ice age … I do recall that. I'm probably the 
oldest person here but you know I think we have to consult the solar astronomers 
that are talking about natural cycles of the sun … There probably is some input 
from humans but whether it's enough to really tilt the balance is still under 
debate.  
Greg, who describes himself as a lifelong learner, expresses a keen interest in history 
and science. His faith is personal and being part of the church community is integral to 
his world. Telling about his faith he says: “those who love, know God” and that “the most 
logical non-faith based belief system is intelligent design, through the God of love as 
defined by the Bible." It is from this understanding of love and the cosmos that he 
engages with issues of environment and economy. What he describes as a lack of 
consensus on the feasibility of fuels to transfer to – from fossil fuel dependence to 
renewables – is parallel to what he understands as a lack of certainty on the science of 
anthropogenic climate change. He says he is legitimately concerned about finding a 
secure foundation for his views on carbon emissions. He also mentions the death of 
wildlife from renewable sources as well B.C.s reliance on coal. In saying these things, he 
suggests that critics have not entirely thought through just how Canada will look with a 
radical transition away from carbon energy. 
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In contrast, Rick, (no age given), a professor of architecture and host of the 
creation science event, is quite certain that while fossil fuels might pollute the air that we 
breathe, their ability to transform the entire atmosphere and hydrosphere is profoundly 
overstated. He describes how projections about what will happen to our shared earth 
has likewise thrown shade on his tolerance for catastrophic claims.  
Of course there's all kinds of articles that you can read about the inaccuracy of 
the predictions. One of them that I remember, one of the primary predictions, was 
that within a short number of years the oceans would rise a lot. I think they said 
something like 220 feet by 2015. Well again I read an article that I think they said 
that the oceans have actually risen two inches in the last 20 years or something 
like that. So they are way off on that and I'm not saying that that completely 
refutes any claims about climate change. I think the climate does change, but 
nobody has shown me any evidence that can correlate how much of this is our 
responsibility. 
Rick’s faith is unique in that he describes it in somewhat paradoxical terms. “I am a 
Christian because it requires the least faith of anything,” he says, an understanding that 
parallels his affinity for the science of creation. For him, fossil fuels are a unique source 
of power that is unparalleled when compared to alternative sources. While alternatives 
might be usable for things like home heating or personal vehicle travel, he asserts that 
things like air travel are not possible without oil-based power. Accordingly, opposition to 
continued petrol extraction and refinement carries with it much greater impacts on our 
social organization than opponents might suggest.  
Brent, 60, is a forklift driver and amateur theologian. His words are careful and 
considered, and at the outset his tone and perspectives identify him as an outlier in the 
group. In characterizing his faith he says: "I have a relationship with God. Also, I have a 
personal allegiance to God. So my allegiance is to God… over [and] above any other 
religions." In thinking about fossil fuels he suggests a different way to approach the 
realities of immersion within a petrol economy. Despite his critiques of evolutionary 
science, he accepts the scientific consensus on anthropogenic climate change. He also 
agrees on the need to draw down Canada’s dependence on fossil fuels.  
173 
I believe in modern technologies as a gift from God. I like to refer to fossil fuels 
as hydrocarbons because fossil fuel assumes a known origin. We need to be 
careful about that. So I believe that hydrocarbons are an important part of 
modern technology. But I also believe that the massive use of hydrocarbons has 
released a lot of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, which has negative side 
effects. And so there needs to be a careful moving away from fossil fuels. 
Economists describe carbon tax as a net and effective market friendly method to 
move away from carbon. It should be a revenue neutral carbon tax refunded to 
let's say the lower middle class because they would have to bear the cost of a 
carbon tax.  
As Brent is speaking, Rick interjects briefly to say that he doesn’t “like taxes.” Similar to 
the surety of his beliefs on anthropogenic climate change, Brent’s views on government 
intervention through taxation are novel amongst the group. As the discussion takes a 
deep dive into the false claims of mainstream climate science, Brent does not interupt or 
object to opposing views. Rather, he responds to each question at the outset what his 
beliefs are, and then remains silent as the rest of the group talks. John then weighs in 
about the failure of predictive climatology: 
A nature magazine, I believe it was a few years ago published a study which 
showed 114 out of 117 predictions made by climate scientists were wrong … 
Now when they turn that record around so that 114 out of 117 predictions turned 
out to be correct then they will have a case to make, a scientific case to make. 
But until that happens, and it hasn't happened yet, as far as I'm concerned you're 
only spouting propaganda, not scientific fact. 
Global warming as propaganda is a view supported by several in the group. Its 
articulation is populist in form, suggesting a set of outsiders seeking to harm this 
particular representation of the popular – average old stock Canadian evangelical folk. In 
On Populist Reason (2005), Ernest Laclau describes populism as a set of equivalent 
demands employing various empty signifiers, in this case faith, nation, and the family, 
wherein the end of the chain, in this case consensus climate change science, becomes 
equivalent to the greatest existential threat to the lives of those who identify the enemy 
as such. These equivalent chains can have both left and right expressions (Neubauer & 
Gunster, 2019; Griggs & Howarth, 2008; Laclau, 2005). For John, the “climate scientists” 
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he refers to represent much more than merely the individuals in labs measuring 
thermometers. Much like the evolutionary films that started the evening, the oppositional 
subject is more loosely defined than the group under attack, Christian evangelicals who 
adhere to a nationalist articulation of Canadian identity built around ideas of progress 
and God. As such, the hegemonic reality of climate change in mainstream public 
discourse is proof enough to believers like John that something darker, something more 
organized, lurks beneath the benevolent claims of advocates who want to save the earth 
from apocalyptic doom – they want to destroy Canada. 
“Leave the propaganda to Joseph Goebbels,” Rick adds.  
8.4. Communicator trust 
In Don’t Even Think About It (2014), George Marshall argues that a significant barrier in 
science communication – or perhaps better said when scientific communication fails to 
be received as communicators intend – has to do with the way that science is inflected 
with social meaning (Marshall, 2014). Citing the ideas of Yale scholar Dan Kahan, he 
writes: 
The reason why people do not accept climate change is nothing to do with the 
information – it is cultural coding that it contains … people obtain their 
information through the people they trust, or, beyond that, from the parts of the 
wider media that speak to their worldview and values (Marshall, 2014: 23).   
In terms of broader group dynamics and social identity, issues like climate change 
become “shorthand for figuring out who is in our group and cares about us” (Marshall, 
2014: 23).  Marshall writes in the context of the urgent need to mobilize people toward 
meaningful action on global warming. In amalgamating dozens of social and 
psychological perspectives on climate change, he makes the case that narrative, story, 
and worldview are the fundamental drivers of human beliefs on the climate crisis and 
associated discourses. For the majority of the group, failed predictions paired with 
underlying claims of a humanistic, as opposed to an eternal deistic moral code, affirms 
their suspicions about ideas like anthropogenic climate change and the need to address 
fossil fuel use. John states: 
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So the question arises what is driving climate change if it isn't human activity? 
Well we know that climate change has been happening for thousands of years… 
So what would have been driving climate change before industrial civilization on 
Earth was adding a lot of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere? I think clearly it 
wasn't human beings and yet climate change was happening. It was getting 
warmer at times, it was getting cooler at times. Was that caused by human 
activity? Was that caused by driving SUV’s? No.  
Believing in a radically transforming earth is a concept with immense real world 
consequence. And according to these believers, the gospel of global warming does not 
travel alone. It journeys with political, social, and cultural narratives that challenge many 
aspects of their conservative religious worldviews. Anthropogenic climate change is a 
testament to human power over the earth. It also asserts the need for collective action to 
solve it. Its causation invites discussions of colonization, imperialism, capitalism, and 
racism as well as a host of other justice orientated beliefs. Organizing the necessary 
global action would require a degree of cooperation rarely seen outside of warfare, and 
even then there is deep resistance, disagreement, and opposing power blocs. 
8.5. ‘The’ Media  
For everyone at the table, global warming, just like evolution, is tied to the idea of 
truth. In this context, when the realities of dealing with climate change challenge other 
deeply held views – say about the age of the earth or the political implications of a 
warming planet – participants express degrees of confusion consistent with popular 
anxieties in the context of misinformation, post truth, and fake news. Greg and Rick in 
particular share that they often don’t know what to believe when weighing the science of 
global warming. Rick says: 
We need to be good stewards. And I guess for that you sort of need to know 
facts you need to know the truth. And unfortunately like I've mentioned before 
there's so many widely ranging speculative not only predictions but also statistics 
that are given that I don't really know exactly what the truth is. And I just hope, I 
think that most Christians would want to do what’s best [and] aren’t sure what the 
best is.  
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With the lack of certainty, many in the group look for ideological markers to highlight the 
correct path. Who are the types of people who believe in global warming? What do they 
look like? What are their values? What lifestyles do they lead? Do they support the 
carbon tax? On this, Greg says: “I think we're all the subject of the information or the 
product of the information we see we receive through the news media through 
information, from Al Gore or from others.”  
Media is an important signifier of both truth and deception. While there is a 
reflexive understanding in how Greg describes being a product of the screen, for others 
there is an underlying epistemological distrust of mainstream media and its overarching 
ideological orientation. Accordingly, to wade through the hubris and competing hysteria 
of man-made global warming, participants like John, the most vocal believer in the 
group, look to media channels beyond the mainstream. The primary climatology sources 
that John cites are from prominent climate skeptics: 
I would also refer to David Evans, who has multiple degrees as a scientist, an 
Australian who has done climate work for the Australian Government has said 
that the satellite data and temperature readings indicate no global warming for 
the last 20 years on planet earth. No global warming in the atmosphere. 
John also cites Joseph D’Aleo, a former Weather Network meteorologist and popular 
global warming skeptic. At various moments in the discussion John speaks directly into 
the microphone, addressing the perceived larger audience of this research. Many of his 
reflections take several minutes to conclude often ending with firm assessments that 
he’s not convinced by the lies of climate change. The urgency in which he approaches 
global warming parallels the seriousness with which he articulates his faith: “Ultimately I 
believe that without faith in the Lord Jesus Christ one is looking at a terminal project in 
this life," he says about his own spirituality.  
In terms of the evangelical press, a search through the archival portals of three 
leading evangelical publications in Canada, Christian Week, Faith Today, and The 
Canadian Church Press, reveals almost nothing when it comes to fossil fuels. A lone 
article from 2014 in Christian Week titled “Ministry in the oilsands: spiritual life and 
mission in one of Canada’s most affluent communities” (Green, 2014) offers little about 
what to make of oil sands extraction as a person of faith, other than to suggest that Fort 
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McMurray is young, affluent, and boasts a cohort of church leaders who are passionate 
about the town and its people. Echoing the work of Marshall, Jenkins et al., Pezzullo & 
Cox, and others, we see the pliability of faith to political positionality.  
For the most part, identifying with conservative politics is an important aspect of 
the group’s social identity (with the exception of Brent), marking the boundaries of 
conversation and also media consumption as well as defining aspects of their shared 
faith. In particular, emphasis on being a ‘Bible-believing’ Christian is stressed at several 
points in the discussion – ‘Bible-believing’ being shorthand for fundamentalist 
interpretations of the faith. There is also a uniquely Canadian distinction here vis a vis 
evangelical subcultures. Whereas Republicanism has become a virtual tenet of 
American evangelicalism, the same cannot be said of Canadians and the Conservative 
Party of Canada (Reimer & Sikkink, 2020; Malloy, 2019; Bean, 2014a). As Reimer and 
Sikkink attest, American evangelicals express “lower levels of social trust and more 
restrictive subculture boundaries” than their Canadian cousins (Reimer & Sikkink, 2020: 
80), meaning that Canada evangelicals are more free, so to speak, to choose political 
positions without having it cause suspicion regarding the sincerity of their faith. In other 
words, Canadian evangelicals are still Canadian. Their political beliefs, while deeply 
informed by American religious cultural products are nevertheless groomed within the 
broader social context of Canadian culture. That said there is some evidence to suggest 
a more rigid American-styled Religious Right emerging in Canada (Malloy, 2009) that 
Reimer and Sikkink overlook. This is particularly evident in the political articulations 
made by several participants in the group. While participants were not explicitly asked 
what political parties they support and why, as with most groups there were clear 
indications of how faith guided their individual politics.  
  What is particularly interesting about this group is the dual role that ‘the’ media 
plays. On one hand, many in the group express confusion about what to believe in terms 
of climate change and energy. They recall past moral panics like global cooling and 
extreme predictions about imminent eco collapse, and they then integrate these ideas 
into a broader constellation of moral and scientific skepticism about the reality of climate 
change and what the implications of addressing it would be. Some have sought out 
counter climate messages by well known climate skeptics to bolster claims not only that 
mainstream media lies about the reality of climate change, but that there is a much 
larger society-wide conspiracy going on about fossil fuels and climate change. For 
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example, Sylvia says that polar bears are actually increasing in number and that human 
beings, at the most, are responsible for only 3% of carbon in the atmosphere, the rest 
coming from volcanoes and the ocean. Rick, who vacillates between acceptance of 
anthropogenic climate change and global heating being connected to natural earth 
cycles, says he’s seen images of both dying coral reefs and growing glaciers. He cites a 
news source that says the ice pack in Antarctica is the greatest it has been in years. In a 
salient reflexive moment he says “I think the information is so confusing that we get from 
all over the place that we don't know what to believe anymore." In another moment, 
however, he offers a degree of certainty and also motive for the hegemonic arrival of 
climate change in popular discourse: money. This alludes to a common conspiracy 
theory within climate denial discourse that climate change is a concocted hoax created 
by academics and scientists in left wing research institutes and cultural Marxist 
universities in order to secure job creation and lucrative research grants (Oreskes & 
Conway, 2011). As such, the quest for employment and research awards produces a 
toxic mix of motivated reasoning and grand dreams of mass social engineering.  “People 
use information the way they want. People can try to create a catastrophe or create an 
emergency,” Rick adds. For him, motivated reasoning is the spectre haunting climate 
change.  
Returning to questions of not knowing what to believe, Greg argues that views 
about alternative energy are equally challenging. He attests that “tar sands” are the 
dirtiest form of energy in Canada and that the long term economic feasibility of further 
developing oil sands projects are debatable given the role of OPEC and other energy-
source options. He adds:                                         
As Christians I think we need responsible stewardship of God's creation … There 
are energy sources such as hydro electric there's wind power which I read 
recently it kills 450 million birds and bats. These other alternatives also have a 
price to pay. Even solar panels at high altitude attract migratory birds and can kill 
them and so other things I've heard and read.  
For Greg, the smorgasbord of information about fuel alternatives presents a challenging 
field for thinking politically, and spiritually, about fossil fuels. Canada could switch to 
renewables as soon as possible, but it would not be a trade-off with risks and damages 
he attests. The economy would be shocked. Workers would lose their jobs. And other 
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ecological concerns would most certainly arise with whatever new source of energy is 
utilized, though likely not as damaging as oil sands. Likewise, Brent makes the case that 
not only are oil sands environmentally destructive, but that they also carry with them an 
incredible amount of economic risk. 
I come from the perspective that we need to reduce our dependence on 
hydrocarbons. So if we invest more in infrastructure for exploiting the tar sands 
there's a serious risk that those investments will become what you call sunk 
costs, stranded Assets.  
Meanwhile, Sylvia, a retired secretary who offered her age as “over 65,” says: "I'm 
actually in favor of pipelines to get the oil out of Alberta. People need jobs. Oil needs to 
get out of Alberta. So. I think pipelines are a good thing." Rick concurs on the 
presumption that pipelines are a safer form of transport than rail. For John, however, the 
plethora of views suggests the need for a more firm barometer of truth, a solid ground 
from which to filter the steady stream of conflicting news.  He states: 
I think you'll understand that we're not just potted plants out here listening to 
whatever words our pastors say to us – and by the way we respect our pastors – 
but it’s not as though we just listen to whatever they say and don't think for 
ourselves … We watch the media. We think about what's happening. We 
assimilate data. We try to come to reasonable logical sensible conclusions. 
Which seems to be more than a lot of politicians and climate scientists are doing 
today.  
In this way, for John, media is both stupefying and affirming. It is too quick to attest to 
the dangers ahead and yet, from trustworthy sources, it carries a torch of truth that only 
the faithfully woke can see.  
 For some participants, because of their immersion in far-right media ecologies 
and counter green politics, messages in favour of phasing out things like oils sands and 
keeping future fossil fuels in the ground appear from sources beyond their trusted social 
reality. Whereas, affirming views carry with them a modicum of trust based on familiarity 
and worldview; oppositional messages, and their messengers, are given no such 
comfort. If climate change is real, if it is a collective action problem, then addressing it 
would require a set of political programs and big government that embrace secular and 
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humanistic values. Such views are often antithetical to conservative evangelical 
perspectives (Marsden, 2015; Hynes, 2015). Climate scientist Dr. Katherine Hayoe, 
marks the distinction even more succinctly: “People’s politics are actually guiding their 
faith instead of their faith guiding their politics,” Hayoe says (Marsden, 2015). Sometimes 
described as a climate change missionary to conservative evangelicals, Hayoe stresses 
the importance of in-group identification when engaging with conservative Christian 
believers about global warming.  
8.6. Conservative Christian nationalist and populist 
alignments: Islam, rainbow flags, and the carbon tax  
What is striking about many conversations amongst the group is how often speakers 
transition in and out admissions of climate change belief, and the talking points of the 
most travelled climate change skeptics and far-right pro-oil movements in Canada that 
coalesce around the idea of ethical oil, the nation, and at times anti-Islamic sentiment 
(Gunster et al, 2020). Sylvia speaks the least out of anyone in the group but her views 
are the most explicitly politicized and the most certain when it comes to climate change 
and cultural politics in Canada. While her and others share many understandings when it 
comes to the science of anthropogenic climate change, there is also a broader set of 
social and cultural concerns that come through in her reflections about fossil fuels. 
“There is one religion, Islam, that [has] no moral code … they have no respect for life,” 
she volunteers in a discussion about the role that faith plays in the world today. While 
the majority of the group expresses degrees of ecumenism and respect for the more 
benevolent and just teachings of other traditions – even amidst an understanding that 
Christianity is the one and only true religion – Sylvia insists that Islam has no place in the 
conversation of morality. To them, “honour is more important than life” she attests. 
Likewise, John says that some religions are “overwhelmingly negative” but does not 
venture to say what religions these are. Christianity on the other hand has been 
“overwhelmingly positive” he says. The topic of moral codes comes out of a caveat 
about what several in the group describe as the atheist worldview versus that of the 
Christian faith. In his recollection of his own conversion to Jesus, John talks about how 
finding a moral code is a cornerstone of his faith: 
I [have] a moral code which I really never did before when I grew up as an atheist 
and an evolutionist. I think you could say the only moral code I had up to that 
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point was that code of shifting sands … once I became a Christian I had a moral 
code, one that was established by an eternal God, who has an eternal 
unchanging moral code which I've adopted as best I mean by his grace in my life.  
In this view, there is no relative universe and as such there can be no relative faith. 
Because absolute truth is so foundational to this understanding of Jesus, the search and 
desire for truth permeates into every avenue of life. Climate change cannot be almost 
true, it must be completely true; fossil fuels cannot be somewhat harmful, they must be 
absolutely harmful; scientific predictions cannot be mostly accurate, they must be totally 
accurate. Rick says:  
So you know I studied evolution in school. I studied different things a little bit but I 
think that faith must be based in evidence … Blind evidence is something that 
leads people into cults. So my eyes firmly believe that [the] god of the Bible is the 
one true god. I believe that there has to be a god because creation could not 
exist without a creator. Evolution cannot account for it. I believe that it can only 
be one god because two powerful gods could not coexist within a universe. And I 
don't believe in multiverse.  
Here, Rick articulates what is the most engaged theme of the discussion: truth comes 
from God and the Bible. As such, things that challenge God and the Bible are a 
challenge to truth. Being a defender of the truth is a vocation of great spiritual calling and 
personal fulfillment. Just as Jesus died on the cross in the name of an unpopular truth, 
so too should we not be afraid to speak truth in the face of overwhelming winds of 
challenge. “My faith is who I am,” Sylvia says. “Everything I do in life is hopefully in 
obedience to the God that I have a relationship with. He's the one that gave me life.” In 
gratitude for that life, Sylvia spends a significant amount of time not only advocating for 
creation science but also serving in the trenches of a culture war for the soul of the 
Canadian nation. For Sylvia, Islam poses an existential threat to the Judeo Christian 
world, a world that – as many in the group attests – Christianity is central to calling in to 
being. Brent says: 
Christian spirituality is playing a very big role in the world today. I believe that 
Christian spirituality is maybe not the whole foundation but essential part of the 
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foundation of western civilization. Western civilization has profoundly changed 
the world today and I think in large part that is due to Christian spirituality.  
To this, Rick adds:  
One of the things that we frequently discuss is the whole thought of moral codes 
in the world. And our Western world, as you were just saying, our Western world 
has moral codes that are based in Judeo Christian principles. And even though I 
don't think either Canada or the United States can really be described as 
Christian countries anymore – true Christianity probably is a very small 
percentage – our foundations are still Judeo Christian morals that were 
prescribed, you know, through the Bible. 
Sylvia sports a “No Carbon Tax” bumper sticker on her vehicle and promotes numerous 
activist actions online through her own personal email network. Over the span of the 
study timeframe, she publicized events in support of the People’s Party of Canada, led 
by far-right and climate skeptic Canadian Prime Ministerial candidate, Maxime Bernier, 
as well as other Canadian far-right organizations and provocateurs. One of the groups 
whose messages Sylvia shares through her email network (which I was invited to join) is 
action4canada. On their website, the group describe themselves as:  
A grassroots movement reaching out to millions of Canadians and UNITING our 
voices in opposition to the destructive policies tearing at the fabric of this nation. 
Through call to ACTION campaigns, we equip citizens to take action. We are 
committed to protecting … FAITH, FAMILY and FREEDOM (action4canada, 
2020). 
The group identifies several key areas in which they are active including: political Islam, 
the political LGBTQ agenda, and fighting for freedom of speech. They write letters of 
protest to local legislators who support LGBTQ+ rights and call out the federal Canadian 
Conservative party for turning their backs on social conservatives. There are also 
invitations to “Pray for President Trump,” “Support Don Cherry,” and to watch a film 
promoted by the BC Conservative Party called Over a Barrel, a documentary featuring 
environmentalist critic, Viviane Krause, that makes the case that attacks on Canada’s 
fossil fuel industry are orchestrated by foreign funded radicals intent on undermining 
Canada’s economy. There are also calls to attend public events, anti-rainbow flag 
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protests, anti-trans rights actions, Yellow Vest rallies, to sign petitions by groups like 
Culture Guard, Stepupspeakup, and Real Women of Canada, (a group that identifies as 
a “pro-family” women’s organization), as well as calls to challenge anti-hate provincial 
legislation. One particular invite asks readers to consider signing a form letter to be sent 
to the Ontario legislature and voice opposition to then bill 106, legislation tabled to 
establish the month of July as Egyptian Heritage Month in Ontario. The letter states:  
Canada's unique system of governance is founded on Judeo Christian values 
and is the true fabric of this Nation and the core to a successful, democratic 
society. It is a system of governance that sets us apart from totalitarian, socialist 
and extremist regimes. It is a crucial time for Western societies as they 
acknowledge the failed system of multiculturalism which was forced on Canada 
without proper consideration as to what this would mean for the future of this 
Country. Mr. Sabawy's claim is interesting but not factual and it is important to 
discuss the reality of Egyptian culture as it is one of extreme Islamic ideology and 
is a danger to Western democracy (Action4Canada, 2019). 
This context is particularly relevant to the discussion because it helps us understand 
what it means when particular believers link fossil fuels to Western Civilization. For 
example, John argues that fossil fuels were discovered in line with “God’s timing” in 
order to bring blessing and a higher degree of “civilization” to the earth.  
I believe that it would be a grave mistake for human beings to turn their backs on 
this gift from God and revert back to pre 17th, pre 16th, century forms of supposed 
civilization given the population of planet Earth today. I think it would be an utter 
catastrophe. Humanity would end up turning on itself in ways we can't even 
imagine.  
The claim that Christianity is uniquely responsible for Western liberal democratic 
capitalism is powerful evidence for the continued practice of the faith in geographies 
marked by such historical circumstances and Christian traditions. In this articulation, 
attacks on the foundations of Western society – which for John, Sylvia, and Rick is 
expressed as an attack on fossil fuels and the defense of freedom of speech – is an 
attack on Christianity as well. For them this constitutes a culture war (and a war on ‘the 
church’) that pits a liberal, LGBTQ+, and Islamic supporting, secular, anti-oil protestors 
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on one side, and old stock Canada, European settler, Christian, and extractive popular 
on the other. This insider/outsider populist formulation is, again, an example of an 
“equivalential” chain (Laclau, 2005: 74), wherein multiple sets of political demands and 
desires are understood as one and the same (Kolvraa, 2018; Griggs & Howarth, 2008; 
Laclau, 2005). Laclau uses the following example to describe this process: 
If the situation remains unchanged for some time, there is an accumulation of 
unfulfilled demands and an increasing inability of the institutional system to 
absorb them in a differential way (each in isolation from the others), and an 
equivalential relation is established between them. The result could easily be, if it 
is not circumvented by external factors, a widening chasm separating the 
institutional system from the people (Laclau, 2005: 73-74). 
According to Laclau, first comes the demand then comes the people. If the established 
order cannot incorporate or address the demand, the demand grows into a set of 
equivalent demands. If unattended, out of the equivalent chain of demands comes “the 
people.” In the case at hand, a people (or popular) modeled upon a religious 
conservative desire for cultural hegemony is almost inevitably constructed because the 
appeal, or demand, is made to a secular humanist state. For the aggrieved, the 
equivalencies are both historical and contemporaneous: first evolution; then school 
prayer; then gay marriage; then the traditional family; then anti-bullying legislation; then 
Muslim accommodation; then climate change; then fossil fuels; then western civilization; 
then etc. Consequently, because the Canadian liberal democratic state – or order to use 
Laclau’s words – is unable to address these concerns as their demands are 
fundamentally in opposition to Canadian liberal multicultural democratic constructions, 
the separation between the social political system that governs, and the conservative 
Christian subjectivities they deploy, grows.  
 For this particular group, the equivalencies take on a far-right formulation and act 
as a map of sorts, offering insights about how certain discourses, say critics of hate 
speech legislation and anti-carbon tax views, are linked under the broader rubric of 
Western civilization and Canada’s petrol powered society. What this constellation of 
meanings suggests is not a direct causal relation between faith and extraction, but rather 
a broader conservative populist alignment within Canadian conservative Christian 
identity. Lydia Bean says as much her descriptions of evangelical identity and 
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Republican politics as an important tenet of faith (Bean, 2014a). And we can see in our 
discussion here the way in which political equivalences are arranged between feeling, 
belief, and politics. John says: 
If we come to the conclusion that the climate scientists are telling us the truth 
then I guess we have better listen to what they say. But if the scientific record 
shows, indicates to us, they're not telling us the truth, that they're handing us 
propaganda instead of scientific fact, I think we have the ability to read and the 
duty to call them out on it and try and make the truth known to the public so that 
we don't lead humanity down a very wrong course which could end up causing 
damage serious damage to millions of people... We need to, as Christians and as 
citizens, stand up to that try to get the truth out to save our civilization from 
fraudsters. 
With this, the social reality of the most supportive views of fossil fuel extraction in the 
group is made firm. If global warming were true, we as believers would have a Christian 
moral duty, in the spirit of love and grace, to fight the carbon menace with all our hearts, 
minds, and souls. But because climate change is not happening, because it is a lie – a 
lie with vast and nefarious societal implications – in the name of Jesus we must fight it 
with equal spiritual zeal as those who believe it. Here, faith offers a compelling narrative 
architecture through which to channel a broader conservative worldview. 
8.7. Conclusion 
The conversation contains an entire spectrum of beliefs and thinking about fossils fuels 
in Canada, and in particular the way that energy projects and energy use intersect with 
broader ideas about climate change, media discourse, and cultural politics. Traversing 
passionate accounts of conspiracy and denial, the group navigates the difficult and 
contested terrain of Christian conservatism in Canada. On one hand there is realpolitik 
about the climate crisis that allows someone like Brent, who while a fervent critic of 
many aspects of mainstream science, nevertheless attests to the anthropogenic origins 
of climate change. He believes that the poor will suffer the most from sea level rise, and 
that Canada ought to move, using thoughtful and careful steps, away from fossil fuels. 
On the other end, there is a much more affectively charged understanding of fossil fuel 
extraction within the context of culture war, conservative biblical truth, and Christian 
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nationalism. As such, opponents of extraction are reflective of a broader secular 
humanistic norm in Canadian society that comes out of a drift from first principles and 
heavenly truth, beginning with evolution and ending with the existential threat of 
LGBTQ+ rights and Islam, and the disintegration of Western Civilization. There is no way 
to know how reflective either of these poles are of conservative evangelical faith in 
Canada today, however, as Brent offers at the end of our discussion: “I think we have a 
certain diversity of views at this table. So in that sense we are representative of the 
diversity of views among Christians in Canada.” Ultimately, what emerges is a complex 
picture of the ways in which one’s relationship to fossil fuels can animate and give added 




Chapter 9. God stopped a Tsunami 
Abstract: 
This chapter is a focus group with six millennial Pentecostal believers in British 
Columbia’s Fraser Valley. These believers are engaged with environmental issues and 
see eco justice as a core part of Christ’s message for the world. Each participant also 
expresses degrees of tension within the larger congregations they are part of when it 
comes to climate change. In particular, within the broader conservative social, political, 
and cultural norms of their community, they describe a general hesitancy amongst their 
brethren to engage with climate issues, or to even have more complex opinions about 
fossil fuels. Importantly, the region is a heavily populated corridor which the existing 
Kinder Morgan pipeline passes through. Often referred to as the “Bible Belt,” it has 
produced several leading voices in the federal Conservative party of Canada as well as 
the fiscally conservative provincial Liberal party. In this region, conservative politicians at 
all levels of governance tend to win electoral contests by significant margins.  
Important to each believer are questions of truth and compassion. They all define 
their faith as a personal relationship with Jesus Christ and they express desires to be 
forces for good in their communities, and in the world at large. Like many interviewees in 
this study, they express tension and ambivalence in regards to the environmental media 
they consume. For example, they discuss Leonardo Dicaprio’s climate activist film 
Before the Flood (2016), which many find both compelling but also politically 
challenging. On one hand, they want to be consistent followers of Christ according to the 
histories and shared socially conservative worldviews of their peers; and on the other, 
they say they’re aware of a changing world, a changing climate, and the need for their 
community to respond to changing times on multiple fronts. Many in the group are 
passionate about questions of justice in relation to climate change and environmental 
pollution, but are far less cognizant how fossil fuels impact their lives and structure the 
social and political world around them. While many express a spiritual and moral 
urgency to stand up on behalf of those impacted by climate change in faraway places, 
there is an absence of enthusiasm to fight this good fight in the domestic landscape 
beyond individual acts of green consumption. What emerges is a conversation that 
explores the boundaries of meaning between conservative and progressive 
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understandings of faith and climate change, and how these perspectives intersect with 
the politics of fossil fuels in Canada. 
9.1. Before the Flood 
“I think climate change is really sad,” says Rebecca. “Having snorkeled in 
Australia and seeing all the coral be white, that was pretty underwhelming 
because you see all the brochures of all the different colors and you put the mask 
on and you hop in the water and you're like, ‘oh, I'm done.’”  
We meet in Anne’s living room. There is a dog, a sleeping baby, and a homemade 
incubator for a handful of duck eggs illuminating the corner next to a large window 
overlooking the suburban cul-de-sac. We’re in the geographic centre of the western 
Canadian Bible Belt, the BC Fraser Valley, wherein Christian faith marks numerous 
realities in the social and physical landscape. The small city boasts nearly 100 churches, 
numerous Christian private schools, and large historical populations of Anabaptist and 
Mennonite believers who settled the region throughout the 20th C (Olsen, 2019; 
Outreach Canada, 2014). The region is also politically conservative at all levels of 
government, and many prominent federal conservative politicians come from here. The 
group is relatively youthful and gender-mixed. They have been organized by a long time 
Pentecostal believer, Anne, whose dad is a prominent local pastor in the home church 
movement. Anne has been active in this particular brand of Christian faith for most of her 
life and has made numerous missions trips overseas to share the gospel of Jesus. She 
has participated in mass revival meetings where people commit their lives to God en 
masse and where miraculous healing is said to happen, most notably in Uganda. That 
Anne frequents this central African country is important to her faith story because of the 
role that Uganda plays in Pentecostal and evangelical church networks and folklore 
(Williams, 2014; Kagimu, Guwatudde, Rwabukwali, Kaye, Walakira, & Ainomugisha, 
2012; Vu, 2008; Slutkin, Okware, Naamara, Sutherland, Flanagan, Carael, Blas, Delay, 
& Tarantola, 2006). There, she says she witnessed how a popular Christian revival 
helped stem the spread of HIV. 
In the Pentecostal tradition, (a close cousin to contemporary evangelicalism), 
modern day miracles are the prized currency of a living faith. In their articles of belief, 
Pentecostals forefront what in the New Testament are called “gifts of the spirit” – 
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wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord (The 
Holy Bible, 1978). There is significant theological discussion, debate, and contestation 
over what the meaning of these gifts are and their relevance to contemporary Christian 
practice. In many Pentecostal communities however, manifesting these gifts – gifts 
because they are things that are not possible without the Holy Spirit – are often received 
as evidence of God’s blessing and approval. Accordingly, extra reverence and authority 
is often given to those who are able to express observable manifestations of this spirit, 
be it through speaking in tongues, words of wisdom, gifts of prophecy, or the 
performance of miracles.  
 Many in the group have put considerable thought into the overall context of the 
discussion. Knowing in advance that this is to be a conversation about faith, fossil fuels, 
and the environment, the participants are intent to offer considered contributions about 
Christianity and the ecological crisis. Some have even prepared notes. In terms of the 
environment, the group is especially interested in expanding the conversation around 
eco concerns in their respective churches. They express in various ways how 
generational differences signify the unique position that many of these believers find 
themselves in. Tradition and respect for leadership are important fundamentals of their 
faith, but also important to their lives is the reality that their social world, and in particular 
environmental issues, is not reflected as much as they would like within their faith 
community. “What I grew up with is the idea like if you want to serve God you become a 
pastor, you become a missionary. And I really feel that that is changing,” says Anne, 37, 
an elementary school teacher and new parent. “I think that is really awesome. And like, 
you could serve God by making a huge difference with the environment.”   
Some express both empathy and tepid frustration at the silence they perceive to 
be surrounding climate change in their peer-group. Sarah says: 
The Earth keeping aspect has probably been one of the least promoted things 
from the pulpit. Not to say that it is not biblical, but it’s just not really talked about. 
So then, therefore, I’m a product of what I’m taught, biblically, on a weekly, daily, 
basis. 
Sarah, 39, is an English teacher with an MA in international development from an 
American Christian university. She describes her faith as a “very personal relationship” 
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with God. She looks to the Holy Spirit to discern her day-to-day life decisions and is 
active within her faith community. She also admits that when it comes to environmental 
decision-making there are times of dissonance and separation between her belief in God 
and her eco actions. “I don’t know that I always consciously put the two together,” she 
says.  
Like many in the group, she struggles with what to make of the public presence 
of environmental and climate change discourse in Canada. She also describes a 
discrepancy between popular accounts of climate change and the relative silence on the 
issue she experiences in her church. “I don’t know a tonne about the science behind 
how fossil fuels are directly affecting everything,” she says, attesting that despite this she 
is keenly aware of how “essential” fossil fuels are to contemporary living. She asks the 
group if any of them have seen the Leonardo DiCaprio film Before the Flood (2016), a 
movie about climate change and what can be done politically, socially, and economically 
to address it. “I was just amazed by how many different ideas are out there,” she says. 
When no one else in the group says they have seen the film, Sarah offers that there are 
an abundance of perspectives and that the more that we know about the issue, the more 
that we can do about it. An interesting introspection occurs when Sarah describes her 
grandparents’ generation and how things like reusing and recycling were just part of life 
in that time. She says that people lived more eco-friendly in previous generations but 
that this was most often because of cost, not because of any overt environmental 
concern. What is novel about this reflection is how it hints at an opening to discuss 
political economy and the structuring of fossil capital. Though not talked about in these 
terms, there is an expressed desire, at least in part, to describe the ecological crisis 
beyond the frame of Millennial and Baby Boomer moral failings. We are wasteful now 
whereas our grandparents were not, Sarah attests, but that is not the entire story. Life 
has become more complex.  
“We” went from walking, to horses, to cars, says Shaun, picking up on the vast 
and rapid generational and technological transitions of the 20th and 21st century. 
Originally from the United States, Shaun, 37, is an outdoor enthusiast and recently went 
into business for himself making eco-friendly sporting products. For him, there is a sense 
that social, cultural and spiritual practices are only just beginning to catch up with the 
massive transformations in economy and tech. Much of what Shaun describes in the 
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collective “we” is what Jason Moore describes as the industrialization thesis (Moore, 
2020; Moore, 2017).  
With this expression of technological progress, however, Shaun adds a structural 
qualifier: “They’ve got to keep up,” he says. “They” in this case is developing nations 
emulating the carbon and technological intensive economic development of Western 
nations and emergent economic powers in Asia and Latin America. What is interesting in 
this articulation is the way in which God and faith exist within the spaces of the broad 
strokes of what tells like a tragedy of progress. Attesting to this globally sweeping 
paradigm of economic growth, Shaun also suggests the need for a worldwide “back 
down,” a contraction of the consumptive forces that are polluting the planet at an 
unprecedented rate in human history. What emerges then is a sense that something bad 
is happening to the earth and that a non-politically defined drawdown may hold the key. 
“You’re dependent on the thing that’s killing you,” Shaun concludes in his assessment of 
the global economy and its relation to climate change. 
 “Because it’s an addiction,” Anne adds.  
9.2. God’s Word 
Shaun’s born again faith often manifests in asking what he considers to be the biggest 
questions that belief in Jesus invites about ourselves, our society, and our role within the 
world. He says: 
He died for me … And so in that I am a child. And then how do I live my life as a 
child of God? What does that look like? Do I look like everybody else or do I truly 
look like something, somebody, different? That part is more an ongoing discovery 
of finding out what it actually looks like. What things come from my life that 
resemble Jesus?  
Likewise, Anne describes her faith as “[The] centre of who I am. I seek to build my life in 
honour of Jesus and how he lived his life. And so it changes everything in our lives, 
being in God’s word and led by [it].” All of the participants self describe as having a living 
faith. They are in daily conversation with God and seek direction from God in all aspects 
of life. They describe how there is no real division between the sacred and the profane, 
no proverbial city of man and city of God, no public/private divide, but rather an entirety 
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of God. At times, however, within this all-encompassing spiritual terrain each participant 
also expresses how they nevertheless live in a world wherein ethical and ontological 
questions are often removed from particular expressions of public and spiritual life.  
Numerous climate change communicators, Al Gore most notably, strive in their 
work to link climate change and fossil fuels to issues of justice and ethics. In his film, An 
Inconvenient Truth (2006), Gore made the case that climate change is not only an 
environmental issue, but a moral one. Gore has been making this central to his message 
ever since. At an environmental award ceremony in 2017 he said: 
It is wrong to use the sky as an open sewer, it is wrong to condemn future 
generations to a lifetime haunted by continual declines in their standard of living, 
and give them a world of political disruption and all the chaos that the scientists 
have warned us about (Carrington, 2017).  
The former vice president of the United States and Nobel Peace Prize winner likens 
climate change to slavery and argues that our ethical response must be equal to the 
gravity of this historical crime. For most in the group, arguments like Gore’s about ethics 
and ecological crisis are palatable. They profess that it is not God’s heart to degrade the 
earth to a point that it hurts people, especially the poor. However, what that looks like in 
action is more opaque. For them, the question of climate change is not necessarily what 
to believe, but what to do. And here is where a unique difficulty for them surfaces. When 
it comes to consequential thinking, the query of moral action becomes much more 
difficult to assess as does assigning causation or even blame. Some, like Sarah, 
volunteer structural critiques that highlight the unequal distribution of the slow violence of 
climate change. She says: 
We are typically in the rich side of the equation globally and the negative effects 
of fossil fuels, global warming change always effects the poor first, typically in 
terms of the most negative consequences.  
While she does not identify the inverse of the equation – causes as opposed to impacts 
– her analysis nevertheless situates an articulation of justice that identifies the economic 
forces underlying global warming. Others however, like Shaun, are conflicted in their 
assessment of perpetrators and victims in the climate change debate. He is quick to 
identify corporations as uniquely implicated in C02 emissions and environmental 
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degradation. Yet at the same time, he also offers that blame, (or populist antagonism), is 
not an appropriate Christian response.  
What is interesting about Shaun’s assessment, as well as several others in the 
group, is an inferred eco-subject that they imagine as constituting the majority of those 
outside of the church who advocate for eco action. In their view, this hypothetical 
“environmentalist” subject uses fear-based messaging to scare people to believe a 
particular brand of science, limiting equally fact-based positions and alienating people 
who might otherwise be interested in making more environmental commitments. The 
discourse around climate change is “so negative” Anne offers. She says she is much 
more moved by stories of Christians doing positive things for the earth. For example, she 
recalls a film about a child in the developing world who responded to a local agricultural 
crisis by inventing a new technology that harnessed the wind in order to draw water from 
the ground to irrigate crops. “That's the heart of God,” Anne says, individuals taking 
action.  
An important consideration in how these believers approach faith and politics 
(and things discursively constructed within their tradition as political) is the idea that 
parallel to the political and social world there is a spiritual and heavenly world. The 
former is governed by the compromised powers and intentions of men and women, and 
the latter is directed by competing forces of light and darkness, God and Satan. 
Discerning which world is at work is a difficult task. Feeling and affect are central to 
understanding what things are of God and what things are not. So they ask questions of 
phenomena like: Out of what spirit is this political movement emerging? Is it a spirit of 
love and healing? Or is it a spirit of selfishness and resentment? Jordy describes how 
“hardline views” on climate change, be they for radical action or radical disbelief, are 
signifiers of an underlying mistruth and misguided motivation. Accordingly, in a world of 
myriad views on the ecological crisis, being in prayer and waiting on God is an important 
part of navigating the competing spiritual affects of social change. Something may 
appear right in the eyes of humanity, but it may not be in God’s plan. Likewise, the work 
of the Lord might take on the shape of something that, at first, feels in opposition to the 
spirit of God, but in reality is actually part of God’s order.  
“So I think prayer is a big thing,” says Jordy, speaking of the hidden hand of God.  
He is in his late 30’s and says his faith keeps him “afloat.” He describes a world where 
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meaning is fickle and altruistic sincerity is often hard to come by. Where temptations and 
distractions are abundant, faith offers him a firm ground to stand upon and to centre his 
identity. Without faith, he attests, he would be submerged in the material and spiritual 
pressures that once threatened to drown him. Reflecting on how God moves in the world 
today, he says that while often unseen, God is working powerfully in the background of 
all issues. “The things you don’t hear, that that’s the thing,” he says. God orders the 
social world toward his glory and intentions, despite what we see. And that is why, he 
asserts, it is important to have your heart right with God first before engaging with the 
politics of climate change and fossil fuels. 
 Sarah describes how through prayer and faith, believers have been able to call 
upon the power of Christ to heal arid lands, reclaim poor harvests, and even thwart 
natural disasters. “I've heard of other stories working in missions too where there's a 
Tsunami on the radar …  and then people of faith have prayed. And, as much as they 
know, it's turned back,” she says. Stories like these, tales of God’s miraculous provision 
and anecdotes that demonstrate the power of prayer, are important testimonial 
currencies within this particular culture of faith. Testimonies of God’s reverence and 
power act to strengthen and encourage belief, whilst at the same time revealing a world 
of counter power and revelation. For every scientific and political claim there is also a 
parallel spirit world that believers can tap into regarding life’s trials and tribulations. For 
example, Sarah says she recently attended a large charismatic rally in Florida, USA. 
There she was given a book, Unlocking the Miraculous through Faith Prayer (2016), 
written by the organizer of the revival, Daniel Kolenda. Kolenda is an international 
evangelical superstar who leads a global proselytizing organization called Christ for All 
Nations. His website claims he has sold nearly 200 million books on faith and prayer. He 
is one of the most influential charismatic voices in the world. The preacher also claims to 
have led 21 million people to Christ through in-person conversion and massive open-air 
revival meetings (CFAN, 2020).  
Sarah describes a particular passage in the book that really moved her. It is a 
story about a small community, in Africa she thinks, where the land had been afflicted by 
drought. As hunger lurked on the horizon the community gathered to fast and to pray to 
God for rain. Helen recalls the story as such: 
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And one girl showed up to the meeting with her parents with an umbrella. And 
the people asked: ‘why did you bring it?’ ‘I thought we came here to pray for rain’ 
… So she came with faith, bringing her umbrella. 
Inspired by the young girl’s faith, the community prayed with a degree of conviction they 
never had before, with the full expectation that God was going to come through. And in 
the end God delivered them, Sarah recalled, first with a drop of rain and then a torrent 
that lasted three days. The group erupts with a joyous praise upon hearing the end of 
the story. For each person in the room, the tale relates to some revelation or deliverance 
that they too have witnessed or experienced in their personal journey with God. The 
ultimate message of the story, Sarah recalls, is that ‘we’ as Christians often don’t have 
enough faith; ‘we’ have made God into a small God; ‘we’ have made our prayers tiny 
and our faith even tinier; ‘we’ worship a God who says ‘we’ can move mountains, Sarah 
attests, but we don’t really believe it. That is why when it comes to the gravest of issues, 
climate change included, Christian thinking can also be limited, she says. 
What Sarah finds encouraging about the Florida preachers’ book is that it 
reminds her of the importance of “praying in faith,” to believe in a big God. To trust in a 
God that she says raises the dead, heals the sick, and could suck the excessive carbon 
out of the air, if ‘we’ have enough faith. Our prayers and our God-given gifts can impact 
the climate for the good, Sarah says. To this Jordy adds: “We have authority over 
nature,” invoking one of the most celebrated New Testament stories wherein Jesus 
stops the winds of a powerful storm that threatens to submerge a group of apostles. This 
is also the story where Jesus walks on water.  
Anne also describes how, in addition to new faith-inspired agro-tech, God has 
been moving to heal the land in many developing countries across the globe. She attests 
that this relates to God’s divine plan and desire for humanity to be restored to God’s 
original intention. 
Back to the garden … when the curse came, it actually was on the land as well. 
Right. It's like you're going to have to work that land hard too. And I know places 
like in Guatemala … God totally turned and the land started producing so much. 
And that is what God desires, that there's plentiful food, blessing for people and 
for the earth itself.  
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In another moment, Steven, a construction worker in his early 40s, describes how 
making the link between justice and fossil fuels is not as clear for him, but that if that 
connection were to be made, then acting on climate change and resisting fossil fuels 
would be an important thing for Christians to consider. He describes his faith as “core” to 
his thinking, the thing that drives his social, moral, and political compass. He also adds 
that he is protective of his faith, cherishing the value and meaning that it has brought to 
his life. He also describes how he is conscious of his faith around others and is careful 
not to overstep his celebration of belief, but that he also looks for opportunities to provide 
a witness to the impact Jesus has had in his life. As part of the Pentecostal tradition, 
proselytization and sharing belief with others is an important affirmation of faith. Talking 
about Jesus demonstrates a commitment to Christ that builds and deepens one’s 
relationship to God. When it comes to thinking about faith and justice, Steven talks about 
human rights and abortion, and how these are causes that offer a more palatable 
connection to morality, belief, and politics. As his thoughts develop throughout the 
conversation, however, he also ponders whether or not fossil fuels ought to also be in 
this category.  
9.3. What are fossil fuels? 
Most in the group describe not knowing enough about fossil fuels to make an informed 
decision. They also tell how they desire to have greater understanding. Rebecca says: 
I wish I knew more about the topic and I guess it's up to ourselves to educate 
ourselves on what's going on and how our faith interacts with it … So I think if it 
were more in my face, I'd probably be more inclined to research it. But because I 
have a million other things going in my life, I just think it's all about priorities. You 
can’t say you're ‘too busy’ – it’s either [a] priority or it's not. And when there's, you 
know, dinner to be made or buts to be wiped, let's be honest, researching fossil 
fuels, that's just not at the top of the list. 
An interesting moment occurs when Anne recalls a protest against a Washington state 
energy firm, Sumas Energy 2 Inc., (SE2), in the early 2000’s in their community. The 
company had hoped to construct a 125 megawatt coal-powered energy station just on 
the other side of the American border from the town, threatening air quality north of the 
line. The viability of the project was premised on being able to construct a cross-border 
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high voltage power cable to connect a Washington State generator to a BC power centre 
in the Fraser Valley. There was a ground swell of resistance to the project in the valley, 
with participants from all walks of life, especially in the farming community, coming out to 
protests, writing letters, and providing spirited opposition to the degradation of the 
regional atmosphere by the prospect of coal powered generators. The final decision to 
approve or disapprove of the power line rested with the National Energy Board of 
Canada (NEB). When the final decision from Ottawa arrived, the mayor was physically 
moved by the decision. A news report at the time captured the feelings of the city mayor 
in the following way: 
‘The emotions here today are powerful,’ said Ms. Reeves, who delivered the 
ruling to a crowd of about 200 people after picking up the first released copy of 
the NEB report. ‘I was so tense, quite frankly I was sick to my stomach,’ Ms. 
Reeves said (Hume, 2004). 
It was an important not-in-my-backyard-victory against a multinational energy company 
for the small city, as well as for the province. Then BC premier Gordon Campbell 
welcomed the NEB decision to nix the energy project, and the city mayor described it as 
“like winning a championship game after working hard for four years" (Hume, 2004). Part 
of the coalition to resist the project was local faith leaders, both Sikh and Christian, who 
argued that the plant posed a grave risk to the health and wellbeing of the region, as well 
as to the agricultural crops that are a staple of the local economy. Anne recalls how one 
of the current leaders in her Christian community was instrumental in encouraging public 
participation in resistance to the project. At the height of the public outcry, Anne herself 
had even become nominally engaged with the opposition to SE2. Her participation, and 
that of 1000’s of others, contributed to the demise of a multinational fossil fuel energy 
project on the doorsteps of their community. Yet it is not considered in these terms.  
What is unique to Anne’s perspective, as well as others in the group, is the way 
in which claims to a lack of knowledge informs their hesitancy to engage in more vocal 
critiques of fossil fuels and calls for carbon restrictions. Everyone in the group attests to 
the reality of climate change and the need to take action. They also believe that fossil 
fuels have some role in this problem, the degree to which, however, is not entirely clear. 
“Can you tell us a little bit more about fossil fuels?” Rebecca asks in response to the 
question “How do fossil fuels impact your life?” This opens up a much broader 
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discussion of everything from home heating and light bulbs to tupperware and the 
practicalities of everyday life. There is also the idea of pleasure, Steven offers up, as a 
way of thinking about the enmeshment of fossil fuels and Canadian life. It enables “the 
things we associate with good,” he says. Beyond merely creature comforts, he describes 
how they structure our sensibilities and expectations for what a good life can be, and 
also define the boundaries of deprivation. 
Anthony Giddens (1984) argues that things considered necessary for life struggle 
to emerge from the realm of habit and automatic thinking into what he calls discursive 
consciousness (Giddens, 1984). The energy-use world that most in the group describe 
fits within this automatic side of the Giddens spectrum. For most in the group, energy 
does not enter the same moral or political register unless it is pushed to the forefront 
through novel acts of communication, like Before the Flood (2016), or, in the case of 
SE2, social protest (though Anne did not necessarily articulate her participation in these 
protests as such). The takeaway from Giddens’ analysis is, for the group, the idea that it 
is cognitively difficult to maintain a critical opinion of something that is deemed 
necessary for survival. Importantly then, what Steven’s reflection identifies is the 
complexity and ambivalence-inducing nature of petroculture. In the extreme, for 
example, to oppose something like LNG, a form of energy crucial to “good” living in 
Canada, is to oppose life itself.  
Steven, as an eco-aware charismatic believer, applying politics to the realm of 
fossil fuels is a difficult thing to consider, yet he expresses a profound openness to 
expanded considerations. He is not against the idea that energy transition is not only an 
urgent environmental issue but also a pressing justice issue, however his understanding 
of the antagonisms, as all in the group attest, is not at the level of other habitual 
considerations. And perhaps more importantly, it does not invite the same affects, nor 
elicit the same fervour and passion, with which they approach things like salvation, mass 
revival meetings, or developing world missions trips.  
What emerges from Rebecca’s honest query “Can you tell us a little bit more 
about fossil fuels?” is a map of the ability (or perhaps inability) to connect the tidbits of 
information that she has garnered from various corners of her life with the lived elements 
of her day-to-day behaviours and expressions of belief. As a teacher and parent of two 
young children, she describes being conscious of the cost of energy use in her family 
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home, energy provided by gas company Fortis BC. She recalls a unique moment in the 
prior year when her gas provider sent an email asking her household to limit their fuel 
use – specifically tuning the thermostat down to seventeen degrees Celsius at night and 
when not at home – in response to a fuel shortage. Earlier in the year a natural gas 
pipeline in the central interior of BC owned by energy multinational, Enbridge, exploded 
(Shore, 2018). This localized disaster significantly interrupted the supply of home-
heating fuel throughout British Columbia. In response, the company asked end-users to 
ration their consumption. “I’ve never done that before,” Rebecca says of turning down 
her thermostat when leaving the home. While the task was somewhat annoying at first 
she says, she felt committed to the practice because she had told the company in an 
email that she would make the commitment. Admittedly true to her word, Rebecca 
describes how a corporate plea for reduced gas use now shapes her home heating 
patterns. “But then the other side about impacts is the bill. Getting the bill and the funds. 
That’s a lot of money,” she says. In addition to the story of her current home life, 
Rebecca tells how at one point in life, as an exchange teacher in England in her 20’s, 
she and some roommates lived in an apartment without central heating. Cold and damp, 
they discovered that they could heat their small flat with candles. “That’s sort of my 
experience,” she concludes.  
9.4. God is love 
There is a unique conscientiousness in the group about being a strong witness to others 
for their faith. And doing that requires being in-step with the key social justice issues of 
their time. Anne says: 
I like the word – and being an – ambassador. And being salt and light and bright. 
I believe that Christians are called to be of a different dimension, you know, 
because they touch God, that God particle, there’s something different. And I 
think it is really sad when Christians don’t show that.… Other people of faith live 
Jesus the way that he taught better than some Christians. 
For Anne, this is particularly salient on issues of environment. She says that the 
charismatic church, which she identifies as being part of, has not been very good on 
climate change.  
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Just to be honest. I think there's a bit of a connection sometimes to people's 
thinking in charismatic circles … about the last days and of people's idea about 
revelation, [that] the earth's going to blow up anyways. So there's this kind of lack 
of care in that and I think that's kind of scary. I don't think that is, I know it's not, 
the father's heart.  
For the group, the emergence of the reality that Anne describes is complex and 
multilayered. Technological innovation, population growth, and “the” media are identified 
as key players in the ecclesiastical divisions over climate change and what to do about 
it.  Shaun says: 
Whether you are a Christian or not, everybody’s subject to being influenced by 
the media one way or another … So, you can have one group of Christians who 
have been hearing so much of this and another hearing so much of this. It might 
not be a matter of what Christians think or what they don’t. It might just be a 
matter of they can get caught up in.  
Likewise, Jordy offers that there are a lot of Christians who believe that pipelines need to 
be built, while others are more concerned about things like pollution and the ecological 
devastation that increased fossil fuel infrastructure could ignite. He articulates a 
distinction between fossil fuels and pollution, arguing that the latter is easier for many to 
get behind within his community than the former. He does not expand further, however 
the reflection begins to speak not only to the postmodern realities of energy consumption 
(displaced over vast distances of space, time, and meaning) but also to the affective 
stickiness of firsthand experience (Marshall, 2014; Boykoff, 2011). It also presents an 
extended take on how the vernacular of creation care privileges particular forms of 
ecological care, both within their community and abroad. Overall, he says, “I think there 
is more public consciousness of ecology in the church than before.”  
 When asked about their tradition’s teachings on climate change, Rebecca offers 
a perspective that resonates with much of the group: 
I heard an interesting thing the other day about when you’re texting and driving 
that it isn’t very biblical, even though there's no mention of texting in the Bible. 
And the reason is because it all comes down to love. Are you loving others? And 
when you're texting on your phone and driving, you're putting yourself at risk of 
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crashing into someone and impacting their health and their life. So therefore 
texting and driving is not loving.… I think to blast your heat and leave the 
windows open at the same time would be an example. It's just like texting and 
driving not being loving because you're not taking care of, you're not loving, what 
God has made and you're not loving your fellow neighbours. You're not loving 
your future generations because it's going to impact them.  
Justice is an important motivator for the group. Most understand Jesus as both a 
personal saviour and as advocate for the downtrodden and disadvantaged. They share 
impressions of how Jesus lived with the poor and the outcast, how God has a heart for 
the lost and the broken, and how he even opened his heart to tax collectors and those 
afflicted with infectious diseases. In an impassioned moment, Anne invokes one of 
Christ’s most famous sermons in the New Testament, the Sermon on the Mount: “the 
meek shall inherit the earth,” she says. From an ecological justice perspective, Anne 
understands the passage not only as about the poor inheriting God’s kingdom but also 
as a literal temporal claim – the meek shall inherit the soil, air, and water. The implication 
is that those who destroy the earth’s environment destroy God’s inheritance and God’s 
plan for those whom he cares for the most. “There's a verse in Revelation, Chapter 11 
where it talks about [how] God will destroy those who destroy the earth,” Anne says. She 
also talks about how the earth and the environment act as both a metaphor and 
metaphysical demonstration of God’s omnipresence and power.  
Romans 8 actually talks about how all of creation is groaning. Waiting for the 
regime of God. Sons and daughters. And it's like there's this connection between 
the earth and what man does to it.  
Here, God is not only up in the heavens but embodied in the non-human world around 
us. While, as Sarah mentioned, there is often very little emphasis on ecological 
consciousness within their faith tradition, this is not for lack of discussion of natural 
systems in the Bible and the importance of caring for things around them. In her most 
poignant reflection on the topic, Anne tells the group “God likes activists.” She goes on 
to describe how since a child she has been both intrigued and inspired by people who 
stand up and speak out against popular norms and understandings, regardless of what 
they are speaking to. “He likes people who get passionate about stuff. Looking in the 
Bible, he chose people who were zealots. They're really just crazy, you know, against 
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the government, against whatever,” she says. The underlying commitment to a different 
truth takes courage, she adds, a courage that is documented in the tales of the 
persecution of Christ, the early church, and contemporary Christian movements within 
countries that are hostile to Christian missionary activities. 
“What I struggle with is I'm just one person. And so I turn my head down. Right. 
That's one person doing one little thing doesn't really matter,” says Rebecca in thinking 
about her environmental actions. She describes how having seen first hand the impacts 
of climate change on the Great Barrier Reef, miles and miles of bleached white coral, 
that the environment is something that she considers often. This experience with climate 
change, however, is difficult to translate into the habits and routines of Canadian 
petroculture, and even faith.  
I know if enough people do little things that will matter. But sometimes when I'm 
making a decision, I'm like, it's just me, it’s not really going to matter. So then I'm 
sometimes inclined to not scrape out the mayonnaise jar and put it in the 
recycling. It's easier just to chuck it away than wasting water by rinsing out that 
mayonnaise.  
Recycling, as discursively constructed to represent ecological action, presents novel 
moments of introspection. In the act itself, the wasting of water to perform an act of eco 
care within a context of greater environmental futility, presents unique challenges to 
what it means to be a justice-believing Christian. For Rebecca, if the little things that 
we’re encouraged to don’t matter, then what can we do? At several moments, Rebecca 
offers that what would help her is concrete suggestions on what to do, not abstract or 
theoretical posturing, while at the same time admitting that doing practical things is 
difficult and often falls short. Likewise, Jordy says he invites the highlighting of specific 
things over general calls and critical rhetoric to care or do more.  
“Love covers a multitude of sins” Anne says, reflecting on her own environmental 
shortcomings. 
9.5. Both sides 
While at times ambivalent or unsure about the science of climate change and the impact 
of fossil fuels on greenhouse gas emissions, the group is very conscious of the 
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discursive terrain in which climate change sits. “Both sides” is a recurring term used by 
almost everyone in the group. It is a phrase that when used affirms the ideological 
tensions that each person has observed within their own information ecologies. “I feel 
like there is a lot of confusion about it for me,” says Jordy. He describes encountering 
Trump supporting believers who think that climate change is a hoax, as well as “left wing 
people” whom he sees being accused of “using climate change to bring some kind of 
control over the earth.” Rebecca says that she is more likely to act if it is something “that 
I can relate to.” Similarly, Jordy argues that theoretical or overtly political claims are not 
likely to help him make better environmental decisions or to act on climate change. 
Shaun attests that extreme views either for or against climate change action are also 
unlikely to persuade him. In his view, if a message requires such vehement defense and 
articulation then it is an indicator that something about the message is off. “When people 
get so caught up into it, it's a little bit of a downer,” he says. 
Sarah describes being uniquely convinced by the arguments about the link 
between climate change and fossil fuels in the Leonardo DiCaprio film Before the Flood, 
only to then momentarily fall into doubt after talking with a family member who 
challenged the core tenets of the movie. “I would have to do a lot more of the research 
myself to dig through and really try to discern what is [a] really concrete answer, 
scientific answers,” she says. Amidst the scientific ambivalence, and questions about the 
expert consensus on anthropogenic climate change, she nevertheless is convinced by 
the moral call to action that climate change invites. “I believe that we do have a footprint 
and we are affecting things. So I acknowledge that. And so I try to do my part where I 
can.” 
“I've heard both sides. And I think it's okay to have friends in both camps. I think 
it provides a more wide voice,” Anne adds to the discussion of competing voices on 
global warming. Underlying much of what Anne describes in her discussion of the pro 
and anti climate change voices is a belief in the idea that truth will prevail, and that truth 
can be discerned. There is also a perception that the politics of climate change is heavily 
weighted to the pro climate camp without having done the hard work to bring the 
skeptics along, line-by-line, with the scientific consensus. In this view, those cautious to 
believe are being asked to accept in sum without having done the step-by-step equating 
of how their leaders reached the current climate change mandates. Discerning how the 
political communication of climate change is received in her community, Anne says 
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“politicians, they love to throw that word around and use it to try to win us over but 
they’re not really doing much to make a difference,” that word being climate change. She 
describes how world leaders fly around the globe to one conference or another to talk 
and make proclamations about climate change but when it comes to actual action, 
they’re not doing anything. They’re polluting even more than the rest of us, Anne says. It 
is the little people, she says, who will ultimately determine the fate of the climate.  
Steven shares that telling people that the problem is only fossil fuels distracts 
from the broader realities of the story. It is not just about fossil fuels he says. It is a whole 
array of things. In particular, he points to population as a fundamental driver of 
ecological catastrophe. “These are all just symptoms of the number of people we have 
on earth,” he attests. Within this context, then, it is important for Christians to not lose 
track of the overall message of Christ, which, for Steven, is to attend to the greater 
spiritual story that is unfolding.  
And I think we're in a really unique place as Christians to love our enemies, to 
love people who don't think the way you do, to love the person who burns fossil 
fuel or does straight solar, or doesn't have any roads to burn on. To navigate it, to 
kind of bring kindness to it, to not have to throw the baby out with the bathwater. 
This speaks to a broader sensibility that, amidst claims to scientific confusion and 
competing political interests, God offers firm ground upon which to stand. Jordy offers 
the most salient expression of this perspective. “As far as fossil fuels, I don’t know what 
to think. I don’t want to destroy those whales. I want them to live,” he says. And yet the 
complexities of petroculture paired with the cognitive and emotional requirements of his 
personalized faith, make such proclamations morally grey and difficult to translate. Like 
all in the group there is an acknowledgement that the sum of their individual actions are 
exactly what threatens to destroy the inferred whales of Jordy’s example. Yet, not to be 
dismayed, faith also offers another way to consider climate change in the context of 
petroculture. For Steven, his belief in God allows the freedom to not worry about 
complexity through the overall principle of love. He understands God to be ultimately in 
charge of everything, and the first commitment of believers is to God he says, to be love 
in the world. He adds that it is only through love that good can happen.  
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9.6. Freedom 
Steven, as are most others, is critical of the role that corporations play not only in terms 
of the environment, but in structuring the broader social and cultural worlds that envelop 
human belief. Big corporations are not governed by spiritual principles, he says, and as 
such are likely to do bad things. In a similar vein, Shaun argues that corporations are 
fundamentally responsible for the climate crisis and we as individuals can only do so 
much in response. As an important clarifier, however, he adds that just because 
corporations are ultimately at fault does not mean that humans are powerless. An 
interesting tension then emerges between articulations of blame and the commands of 
Christ to love, forgive, and offer grace. As Steven mentioned, we need to love the fossil 
fuel user as much as the renewable energy advocate. Likewise, if corporations are 
enemies of the planet, believers must also love their enemies. “Judging is not very good 
for climate change,” says Shaun. “It doesn’t get anything done,” Jordy adds.  
Shaun is conscious about not coming across as an “environmentalist.” In his 
experience, to be an environmentalist is to put the earth above God in a way that does a 
disservice to both God and to the environment. For, without the right intention, one’s eco 
actions, like any other action, can easily go socially and spiritually astray. In fact, it is 
interesting to observe how most in the group noticeably shift voice tone and pitch when 
describing eco behaviours and choices. For many of them, there is an archetypal 
environmentalist trope in their social imagination, one that does not have very high 
esteem within their community. Accordingly then, when speaking of being a person who 
cares for the non-human world, there is a discursive and linguistic requirement to identify 
that the motivation for their eco concern is different than how the community might 
perceive it. These types of discursive practices and strategies speak to the broader 
political narratives about environmentalism and conservative politics. As these believers 
find themselves enmeshed within a conservative tradition in a conservative part of the 
country, they seek to translate their eco concerns into the vernacular of their peers. Part 
of that process is identifying what underpins their eco concerns.  
“I want to be an environmentalist in some ways, but I really don't know how to do 
it,” Anne says. Immediately after she states this, Sarah jokingly refers to Anne as 
“Activist Anne” and the whole group shares a common laugh. Here a meaningful tension 
emerges between personal and collective responsibility, as well as how to politically 
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engage with the science of climate change. Everyone in the group chronicles the 
importance of caring for the earth, but how to do that within a Christian faith that is 
suspicious of state action and non faith-based compulsion is difficult to reconcile. Steven 
mentions socialism and its anti-Christian credentials, despite having good intentions. 
Meanwhile, for Shaun, the fundamental political and spiritual premise of belief in Jesus is 
freedom. The messiah does not compel us to follow him; it is a choice. Shaun says: 
I think one of the biggest Christian elements is his freedom, people's free will. 
They have the freedom to do what they want. And then let's say you have this 
group that is saying that you need to do it this way because it's better for the 
environment. You know, based on science, scientific facts. I think it's a 
dangerous element to turn to. You know, when you're talking about taking 
people's freedom away because they have the scientific data. If you are imposing 
a carbon tax on people because it's going to better everybody in the long run … 
that's somebody taking away a person's freedom. 
This position is not universally held amongst the group. In many ways, beyond some 
disagreement over the need to limit fossil fuel production and use, it is the one 
demonstrative fault line that manifests in explicit political form. The discourse of freedom 
leans not only to market-based solutions to carbon pollution, but also envisions a tech-
based environmental salvation that is then projected onto the entrepreneurial leaders of 
tomorrow. “My view is that if you can, you [should] make something better without 
imposing on people’s freedom,” says Shaun.  
 In response to the discussion about freedom and faith, Anne offers: “there are 
certain essential things that need to be stopped. For example, a huge oil spill needs to 
be cleaned up … but there are certain things that are not essential.” In her articulation, 
the freedom that she has in Christ is not a consumer choice freedom, or a free-from 
government Anabaptism freedom, but rather a freedom from the bondage of sin in all of 
its forms. From this perspective, to be free is to be unhindered and clear-minded before 
God. For her, carbon taxes, gas prices, or home-heating regulations have no bearing on 
this type of liberation. Accordingly, if God were to desire action on climate change, it 
might just be in the form of these very things. Anne’s faith affirms that Christ did not 
come to offer consumption in the fullest, but rather life in the fullest. Amidst this 
reflection, Anne also takes comfort in the power of a creative and intelligent God who is 
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always looking for the next generation to rise up to glorify him. As a teacher, she says it 
gives her great hope to know that she could be raising the next climate leader.  
9.7. Conclusion 
These believers describe norms of belief that are changing before their eyes. Today, the 
environment and issues like climate change are being elevated, at least in part, to 
questions of faith and justice within their communities. They also describe a tension that 
exists around carbon emissions, fossil fuels, and global warming in the way that these 
issues challenge some of the political and social conventions of conservative faith. As 
well, they reveal how networks of communication and discourse shape their 
understanding of what it means to be someone who cares about climate change. For 
them, God’s position on global warming is clear. He is on the side of the afflicted. Within 
the constraints of petroculture they believe in a God that can move mountains. Yet in the 
cultural, political, and spiritual terrain they survey, summoning the faith is easier said 
than done. How urgent does it feel? Where does the spirit of global warming reside? 
What does God desire us to do? How do I act in a way that truly honours Christ?  
In this context, it is possible to consider how the feeling of climate change 
presents a much greater challenge than the facts and fissures climate science opens. As 
such, the mountains these believers desire to move are less like the forested peaks 
touching the skyline on either side of the Fraser Valley around them, but concurrent 
layers of conflicting truths like the remnant glacial moraine beneath their feet, mystified 
through the diffuse channels of postmodern consumption. Trans Mountain pipeline does 
not feel like an African drought, even though the 4-foot yellow signposts signifying TMX’s 
path are everywhere around them, on its route from Edmonton, Alberta, to the BC Coast. 
Canada’s skyrocketing C02 emissions do not feel like the battle over HIV infection in 
Uganda, or a much needed crop in an impoverished corner of Guatemala, although the 
valley skyline has gotten hazy and stained yellow and brown within their lifetimes.  
The most compelling and spiritually uplifting tales of Christian encounters with 
weather, climate, and environment that they share come from other and faraway places. 
God moves to save a town from a tsunami. God brings rain to a parched land. God 
intervenes and delivers a bumper crop. Yet when it comes to here, where the carbon in 
the air that is rapidly re-shaping the biosphere disproportionately comes from, God does 
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nothing. In suburban Canada, they describe an ecological crisis that is mundane and 
ideological, woven into day-to-day life that makes it affectively difficult to rise to the level 
of faith of an incoming tsunami. And yet they desire it to be otherwise and they believe 







Chapter 10. A dying planet, a dying faith  
Abstract: 
This chapter is a focus group conversation with eight intergenerational members of a 
climate justice advocacy group within a mainline protestant social gospel congregation 
on Vancouver Island. Members are politically active in BC politics for progressive issues 
including voter reform and energy transition. Many participants have spent years doing 
eco and social advocacy, with varying degrees of success. The mood is somber at times 
due to recent political defeats, and many share feelings of despair that despite years of 
justice work key challenges remain unmoved. A compelling exchange occurs when 
several members are moved to tears while reflecting upon the urgency of the climate 
crisis and the failure of both their individual, and collective actions, to bring about 
meaningful change. They also express myriad ways that belief in Christ informs their 
activist work. Importantly, many describe their faith in the context of negative church 
experiences in the past, especially around issues of gender, sexism, sexuality, and 
political conservatism. These observations are put into conversation with Karie Marie 
Norgaard and Anthony Giddens’s accounts of emotional discomfort and ontological 
security. In doing so, the chapter explores the generative qualities of faith to invite 
different sets of questions regarding planetary future, as well as how these individuals 
navigate uncomfortable contradictions around their own fossil fuel use. 
As a politically engaged congregation, with many members participating in anti-
pipeline protest actions and events, they offer unique perspectives on petroculture and 
belief. Throughout the conversation there are parallels made between planetary survival 
and what many describe as the twilight of their denomination. While the two youngest 
members, a mother and teen daughter, share how the politically progressive theology of 
the denomination compelled them to call this congregation home, the older members 
attest to dwindling numbers and the possibility they may be the last significant 
community of their faith in the region. Many in the group convey joy in the political 
activism of younger generations, believing that while their own social gospel beliefs may 
not survive the current moment, the spirit of their work will live on through the actions of 
youth climate advocates. The chapter concludes with participant reflections on how fossil 
fuel consumption and opposition is informing a new generation of believers. 
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10.1. Overcast 
It is a typical overcast and windswept day on the southern tip of Vancouver Island. Signs 
for the church-run food kitchen adorn the side of the two-level building. A rainbow flag 
waves atop of the door directing visitors to a set of steps, inviting parishioners into the 
sanctuary. I’m here to meet with the church’s social justice group. I first heard about 
them from a newspaper article in which members of the congregation were 
photographed holding up signs at a protest in opposition to Trans Mountain Pipeline 
outside of the Kinder Morgan tanker farm in Burnaby, BC. Several members of the group 
had made the trek from the island to participate in a call to action put out by Indigenous 
water protectors in the months leading up to the action. The protest was in response to 
the Canadian government’s purchase of the project. They were there to stand in 
solidarity against the state funded acquisition. “That was me!” Nancy says, after I reveal 
that it is from a picture in the news that I had sought out the congregation. “We went with 
our signs” Emma adds, gesturing toward her friend. “You were inspired to do this study 
from that? See! And you thought that you weren’t making waves,” she says to Nancy. 
The group is enthusiastic to participate. As active agents in the struggle against 
expanding fossil fuel infrastructure in Canada, they welcome the opportunity to talk 
about their experiences. Like many of the groups in this study, this is a unique cohort 
from within the broader congregational tent they belong. These participants are 
significantly engaged in both their church community and politics outside of the pew. For 
many, the church is uniquely positioned – and some say even called by God – to speak 
into the world of politics. Several in the group had been campaigners for B.C.’s 
proportional representation referendum in 2018, a movement for electoral reform in the 
province that would have seen the region move from a first-past-the-post system to a 
more democratic model. Those who were engaged in resistance to pipelines and the 
pro-rep movement expressed how they see the two issues as deeply connected. If we 
had true democracy they say, where all voices were equal in the conversation, projects 
like Trans Mountain would never see the light of day. Unfortunately for the group, the 
pro-rep referendum results were not as they had hoped. For the third time in two 
decades, B.C. residents rejected the call for change, this time by the greatest margin to 
date. Fresh off of significant defeats in both the environmental and political arenas, there 
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is a tone of sombre reflection. It is in this context that we begin our discussion of faith 
and fossil fuels. 
10.2. Refuge 
Unique to this group is how they articulate their faith both in terms of science and in 
terms of other Christian traditions in Canada. When describing their faith, most opted to 
define their faith, not in opposition to unbelief or how their lives were before they knew 
God, but in opposition to other traditions or past experiences in different Christian 
denominations. “I left the Catholic Church because of its stance … It was just so 
conservative on so many things,” says Nancy, 70, a retired college VP. Finding a home 
in this particular community was a mix of both divine calling and ideological comfort, she 
adds. For her, the Jesus of the Bible is both a spiritual and political example of how to 
act in the world. The notion of a personal God is less important to her than having a faith 
and social practice that aligns with what she considers to be the fundamental message 
of the Bible: justice. She describes a freedom in having let go of a “male white God 
sitting up there personally directing, designing, controlling…” Still, having found certain 
comforts in the parameters of belief has not resolved all of the tension she feels, and her 
faith is not without existential anxiety about the divine’s relation to the world: 
So right now, I am in a state of a lot of angst, a lot of anxiety about the 12 years 
that we have left to turn the tide in terms of the climate crisis. And it just has 
made me question yet again, you know, if God is consciousness or love, you 
know? I believe in life, love, and consciousness. But what permeates the 
universe is death and destruction everywhere, as well as new life. So how do you 
reconcile that? I’ve always struggled with evil. 
Others, like Marianne, 44, a student educator, describe feeling like an outsider in the 
churches that they had been cultured into. When her two daughters reached grade 
school, she made the decision to leave the tradition to which she had committed a 
significant portion of her life. “The evangelical church is quite a hostile place to women,” 
she says: 
I remember standing in church and the girls were beside me and my husband 
was there and something was said and I right away went to my normal, ‘Okay, 
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well, we'll just weed that out, okay. You know, kind of filter through.’ But then all 
of a sudden it became really obvious that I'm raising two females who are gonna’ 
have to do the exact same thing that I've spent 38 years doing … and I just said 
to my husband, ‘we can't do this anymore.’ And he said, ‘no, we can't.’ And we 
left. 
After spending several years without a congregation, she and her family discovered the 
justice group and now they call this church their home.  
Emma, 57, an entrepreneur, describes forays into eastern mysticism, meditation, 
Buddhism, and her continued interest in yoga as evidence of a deep spirituality at the 
core of all people. After years of living abroad, she says she made her way back to 
Canada and rekindled her association with Christian faith.  
Even as a little girl, I knew I knew that everyone in the world believed in 
something that was bigger than us, silly humans. So I knew that what we learned 
here, God is everywhere.  
Others still, like Jackie, 78, a retired nurse and social worker, express how difficult it had 
been to be part of a faith community that did not align with their core political values. 
The reason why I came back to the church after leaving it, is that the church, as 
an institution – thirty five, forty five years ago – recognized and played a role in 
politics. And so I think the church actually has a role, a key role, particularly 
around justice issues because it comes from a moral stance. And we have a role 
to play in being visionary. 
Jackie goes on to describe how she viewed this church as being very progressive and 
forward thinking on issues of gender, sexuality, and sexual orientation. “Those were 
major systemic changes … so that’s why I came back” she adds, reflecting on how this 
denomination was one of the first to ordain gay and lesbian ministers in Canada. 
All participants in the group describe their new tradition as a refuge from the 
sharp edges of more fundamentalist and conservative doctrines. It is a place where their 
political values and belief in the social gospel, a Christian political philosophy that sees 
the primary role of Christ to uplift the poor in both a spiritual and material sense, find 
common home. They appreciate the opportunity to share their political views in the 
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context of likeminded believers, and before a God who, to them, is not hostile to new 
ideas. Here, things that do not fit comfortably into doctrinal boxes are not immediately 
discarded, Marianne says, but rather evaluated and considered in light of the ultimate 
message and intentions of the higher power. “God created transgender fishes!” she 
adds, reflecting on a recent documentary the she and her daughter watched about a 
species of fish off of the coast of Japan that switches sex after giving birth. The group 
erupts in affirming and joyous laughter. The statement serves to demonstrate the 
expansive and open view this particular congregation has toward creation. Luna, a 16-
year old high school student, says: 
Joseph Campbell once said that all we are is our story. And I think that's so true. 
And in so many ways, it's like we have like our own individual stories that make 
up this giant story. And then we have all the different experiences that kind of 
collectively make up our whole story. And then each of us has a story that makes 
up the human story. And then like animals and trees and life makes up part of the 
story.  
Both Luna and Marianne, who are daughter and mother, express deep interest in recent 
scientific discoveries. The universe is getting bigger not smaller Marianne says, and in 
that expansion is a further unfolding of the glory and mystery of God. For both of them, 
science affirms creation in ways that invoke wonder and transformation. If God can 
create transgender fishes, surely God can also move the dial on climate change. 
Marianne adds: 
We can change the story, right. Like we don't have to be afraid. We can go, okay, 
we're being told by the prophets, the scientists, and we can start writing a new 
story and change the ending to this one. But unfortunately…. right now I think it's 
become extremely polarizing. 
The idea of God as story is particularly unique to the voices expressed in this 
congregation. The discussion is immersed in questions of God, meaning, and morality, 
though the invocation of scripture is for the most part absent. Here, the character of 
Christ is front and centre. For these believers, understanding who Jesus is as a social 
justice advocate is the key that unlocks the code through which to understand the story 
of God as told in the Bible. Cliff, 72, a retired financial officer, says: 
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You know, I think that this church has evolved quite a bit. It’s more like a 
Unitarian church. I think there's just an element of ‘you can come into this church 
and believe pretty well what you want to believe’ and you are accepted.  
Cliff describes himself as a sociologist at heart. He says faith is an important governor 
on the engine of the more nefarious aspects of human impulse: 
I always think about human beings as having a selfish gene. And to me, a way of 
thinking is the church is partly to beat the selfish gene out of us as much as it can 
and have us become more caring for others instead of ourselves, and so on and 
so forth.… Any religion is about making you more aware of others. So that's part 
of, I think, why I think church is important. And of course the music.  
For others like Genevieve, 64, an educator, her faith is a place where she feels at ease. 
It is a place that, without the need for further elaboration, means home. She states: 
The church has always just been there for me. And in some cases I think the 
church actually led me…. The social gospel was just part of who we were before 
I was part of the church.  
The conversation constitutes a broader commitment to spiritual engagement with what 
they consider to be the most important issues of our time. For many, talking about 
climate change and fossil fuels in and of itself is a spiritual act, an affirmation and 
expression of faith, one that, the more it happens, has the power to challenge the 
structures, habits, and worldviews that underlay contemporary extractivism. “They talked 
about politics from the front” Marianne says, of what first inspired her appreciation for the 
congregation.  
Grass roots activism is also a key part of what gives the group its collective 
identity and personal spiritual meaning. For many, social engagement is akin to prayer – 
it is the language through which they express their devotion and love for God. Marianne 
describes how in past church experiences, her brethren would voice great care and 
concern for the homeless and individuals and groups without social power, but not about 
things like fossil fuels or pipelines. They’ll feed the homeless she says, referring to her 
evangelical roots, but they’re not engaged in justice politics.  
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10.3. The little things don’t matter – but it’s important that 
we do them  
In addition to recognizing broader structuring forces, members of the group often 
describe their relationship to fossil fuels through the lens of personal consumption and 
lifestyle choice. Driving less, recycling, solar panels, public transit, turning down the 
thermostat, and carbon taxes are affirmed as important things to do and support, 
despite, as they attest, the broader mechanizations of capitalism in which they operate. 
Genevieve says: 
We can all do it in lots of different ways, whether it's composting or, you know, 
there's a million different ways that we can be cutting back and being way less 
wasteful and moving towards a future, whatever that may be.  
Genevieve describes her childhood home in Ontario and how in school she was taught 
that the natural world was abundant. Sure we were avid users and recyclers back then 
she says, but still the overarching philosophy of the time was that of infinite expanse. 
Having since learned the limits of that resource horizon, she struggles to understand 
how new information about the destruction of the non-human world is not having an 
impact on broader social behaviour.  
Several members of the group describe a pilgrimage they had taken to Fort 
McMurray to participate in an Indigenous led prayer walk around the oil sands. Adjacent 
to the fuming tailings ponds of Syncrude’s main refinery, Nancy describes the feelings of 
rage that entered her psyche. Like many in the room, standing at the edges of the 
largest industrial project on earth forever changed their perspective on oil sands 
production. While certainly weary of increased fossil fuel extraction, seeing the 
ecological devastation and human impacts first hand forever foreclosed the world of 
ignorance. With their witness now comes a great responsibility. While not entirely blind 
beforehand, they see in an entirely different way. Luna says: 
A big thing that came up to me is the impact of fossil fuels is really dependency. 
It's getting harder and harder. And that's where that fear comes in. And people 
[think] like we still need that because they're dependent. So they're like, we can't 
leave because we can't survive. 
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“I don't like being addicted,” Nancy adds.  
Much of the group affirms this particular expression of human and fossil fuel relations. 
Locating the ecological and climate impacts of hydrocarbon production and use is easy 
enough. Such realities are as celebrated as they are critiqued. For every tailings pond, 
oil spill, and derailed petrol shipment there is a corresponding magnificent feat of fossil-
fuelled human ingenuity. Returning to Luna’s sentiments, the impacts of petrol fuel go far 
beyond wasted wetlands and turning the boreal forest into overburden. They speak to 
the very spiritual and cultural qualities of petromodernity. The group describes how fossil 
fuels have created new human formations and identities. Addiction, in the way that Luna 
and Nancy assert, is the opposite of freedom. Addiction is bondage. As the great 
redeemer, Christ lived his life as an example of radical freedom. One of the most 
celebrated verses in the Bible, “You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free,” 
speaks powerfully to this particular understanding of fossil energy as bondage. On this 
point, the group is particularly sensitive to counter narratives of job creation and 
meaningful work. At the same time, however, they’re also cognizant of the ways in which 
fossil fuels, and in particular careers in extractive industries, structures a particular 
expression of family life and middle class comfort in Canada. Marianne rhetorically asks: 
What about all those families? You're going to just basically tell them they have 
no jobs? And just like the GM plant closes and all these people, addicts, you 
don't want that. So it tugs at you and you're like, well, yeah, I know people need 
to work for a living, but… 
Emma, while sympathetic to the stranded oil patch worker plight, also flips the narrative 
of choice and the idea that extractive labourers live in a world without employment 
options. In her view, people might not have easy choices but that is not the same as 
having no choices. “I was a single mom of five,” she says. “I mean we adapt. We can 
adapt.” This said, she attests to the political and cultural powers that she and her 
colleagues in the justice group are up against in their struggle to wean Canada from 
petrol power: 
But it’s because the vested interests are locked into these huge projects. It’s like 
the tobacco industry, only far worse. They will fight to the bitter end because they 
want to see their profit.  
217 
Beyond affirmations of the flow and combustible qualities of oil materiality, there are also 
expressions of how far and wide petroleum has permeated contemporary modern life. 
The group takes a moment to discuss agriculture and the net energy and waste in 
mainstream macro farming, especially greenhouses. Containing human food sources to 
the confines of glass-walled heat islands has significant impacts beyond the energy 
needed to heat them, Luna says. At sixteen years old, many in the group marvel at both 
her knowledge and passion for the natural world and politics. Such intensive cultivation 
and pesticide intensity is an example of downstream fossil fuel impacts that are rarely 
counted in considerations of what fossil fuels are, she adds.  
10.4. Managing powerlessness  
As expressed by many in the group, personal lifestyle choices are less about believing 
that these actions will make any sort of impact but rather are about negative feeling 
management. Marianne states: 
I was so anti pipeline, involved in the letter writing protest. But then at the same 
time and you get in your car, you drive home again after being at this two hour 
rally and it felt a little hypocritical. And so I try very hard to make sure that we are 
doing things in our lives to lessen the need for fossil fuels. 
In her book Living in Denial (2011), sociologist Karie Marie Norgaard makes the claim 
that responses to climate change, be they communicative or physical acts, are often 
done to negotiate and resolve the difficult affects that arise out of living in an age of 
ecological crisis. Describing contemporary responses, or lack thereof, to the climate 
crisis using sociologist Eviatar Zerubbabel's term the “social organization of denial” 
(Norgaard, 2011: 6), Norgaard’s work offers unique insights for the social and personal 
reflections offered up by the focus group. Norgaard writes:  
Although information deficit explanations are indispensable, they do not account 
for the behaviour the large number of people who do know about global warming, 
believe it is happening, and express concern (Norgaard, 2011: 3).  
Accordingly, Norgaard observers how Bygdabyners (the fictional name given to the 
Norwegian town citizens in her anonymous study) deploy various cognitive and cultural 
“tools” to suppress negative emotions about their own relationship to global warming and 
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fossil fuels, emotions like ontological fear, helplessness, guilt, and identity, both 
collective and individual (Norgaard, 2011: 80). What is interesting about this group of 
believers is the reflexivity with which they engage the realities of their actions and 
emotions. Unlike the climate conscious Norwegians interviewed in Norgaard’s work, 
these believers are not afraid, or hesitant, to deeply feel the ecological catastrophe 
unfolding before their eyes, including their role in it. Nor do they hesitate to act wherever, 
and whenever, they feel that they can act. As well, it is important to note that catastrophe 
and apocalypticism do not have the same dispensational meaning in this context as their 
more evangelical or fundamentalist cousins. For these believers, the ecological crisis is 
not a fulfillment of the story of God, but rather the simple product of human choices. 
Where they are similar to Norgaard’s subjects, however, is that they still engage in many 
cognitive and social strategies to reduce the flood of bad sentiments in their relationship 
to the crisis. Nancy says, gesturing toward the youngest participant in the group: 
I'm just feeling so personally discouraged. I'm sorry to say this in front of 
somebody so young. And I know I have to find a way to regain some hope and 
acceptance, maybe of the small little things that we can do, and it’s important to 
do, even if we know in our hearts it won’t likely turn the big tide.  
These believers do not live in denial, but they nevertheless cope with climate change in 
ways that attempt to alleviate the worst that the dark revelation invites. Some expressed 
how even the eco actions they do to keep negative emotions at bay are overcome by 
even greater feelings of dread in the realization that these small sacrifices don’t add up 
to anything meaningful. The reality of greater forces at work cast a shadow over the 
significance of these daily acts, inviting doubt and even despair, on the futility of such 
actions without powerful political change. Jackie reflects: 
I'm sitting here just getting depressed. I mean, this is the crunch for me. 
Because, my family will say I was the recycling queen of the world. I come from 
way back when, a different generation where you didn’t over consume. So it was 
just kind of in our bones. I get a bit like Nancy. I can do all kinds of things. I can 
teach my kids to do all kinds of things. But there [are] the powerbrokers out there 
that I feel so helpless about. And so I do my little piece. And I sometimes have to 
be narrow about it. 
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The most significant negative feelings in the group were exhibited around questions of 
powerlessness. In Norgaard’s study, one of the ways that powerlessness is expressed is 
externalization. Bygbdabyingar’s could justify their carbon contradictions by pointing to 
greater carbon sinners around the globe, in particular the United States. If they were 
powerless, it was because other emitters negate even the best of their actions, and 
therefore, the odd eco slip-up or carbon indulgence are emotionally and socially justified. 
Such cognitive tools were not part of this conversation. Instead, powerlessness was 
considered in a much more political sense, not to justify inactions, but to question what 
actions to do and for what reasons. These queries did not invalidate the importance of 
their individual real world contributions, but opened up the door for ontological 
considerations of morality and time. In this way, the mystery of God, in which believers 
must trust that the arc of the universe is long and moral, is equivalent to the wickedness 
of climate change. They know that what they are doing is not working, but they must 
trust that it means something even though they see little or no benefit in it. This is often 
the exact experience of the life of faith. Across all denominations, trust in God that 
something greater and more powerful will come out of small and insignificant acts of faith 
is on full display amongst the confessions of the group.  
The feeling of powerlessness also opens a window into greater questions of self, 
society, and God. It also creates space to consider temporalities of eco actions that do 
not match the urgent structural changes that climate change requires. Such offerings 
pair with another form of powerlessness covered in Norgaard’s study, described as 
such: 
Phrases that Bygbdabyingar used in connection to the topic of climate change – 
‘we must take it as it comes,’ ‘we must try to live as well as we can,’ ‘It’s just a 
joke to get involved,’ and ‘we cant do anything about it’ – indicate a degree of 
profound powerlessness associated with this subject. Thinking about climate 
change was also difficult in Bygdaby because it raised feelings of guilt (Norgaard, 
2011: 85). 
Guilt is a profound human motivator and impulse. The institutional and historical power 
of numerous Christian denominations certainly attests to the utility of – and often 
nefarious – effects of these types of social tools. After all, what could be more fearful and 
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shame inducing than the threat of going to hell for your sins, or that God sees what you 
are doing even when others are not looking? 
In her book, Is Shame Necessary? (2015) Jennifer Jacquet identifies the unique 
boundaries of guilt and shame:  
In contrast to shame, which aims to hold individuals to the group standard, guilt’s 
role is to hold individuals to their own standards. For cultures that champion the 
individual, guilt is preferable to shame, because shame means worrying about 
the group. Guilt is advertised as a cornerstone of the conscience. It needs only 
an internal voice nagging its owner, sending reminders about how awful violence, 
stealing, or dishonesty can make us feel (Jacquet, 2015: 11).  
While guilt plays a significant role for how the eco conscious citizens of Bygdaby think 
about themselves in relation to climate change, beyond a few casual expressions of the 
need to walk-the-walk in a more meaningful way – to make greater sacrifices – guilt is 
not a significant consideration for this particular focus group. In fact, it is the opposite. 
For the most part, it is justice and politics, as opposed to personal failings, that move the 
group to action and underwrite their eco identities. Nancy also adds that being in 
community with others who are experiencing a variation of the same difficult feelings and 
understandings gives her strength to continue to care, even amidst what she describes 
as overwhelming evidence that their efforts and concerns are not moving the needle on 
the climate crisis. “And that’s why I need you,” she says to the group. “I want to be with 
people who we can hold hands together and keep each other calm in the face [of this].” 
10.5. Ontological security 
The discussion travels widely between the poles of despair and inspiration. At the 
far end there is hopelessness, the observation that the sum of an entire life’s struggle 
and work might account for nothing. Every political action, eco choice, or difficult 
conversation is without significance. On the other end, there is the possibility of an eco 
spiritual butterfly effect, wherein actions do their little bit in the coming eco revolution – 
not by saving a few pieces of plastic from the landfill or keeping a few puffs of 
automobile exhaust from the atmosphere – but by changing people. By showing that 
change is possible. It is at this point that the conversation reaches its apex of anguish. 
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The moment reveals how faith grounds these believer’s conviction in the need to act on 
climate change, and underscores the spiritual guarantee of knowing that even when 
humans fail, God is faithful. Nancy says: 
If you put your faith in any human endeavor, you will be disappointed, you know? 
And if you think that the Green Party's going to do it or the NDP or even 
Elizabeth May, you are going to be disillusioned. Not that they don't contribute 
good things. But if you only have faith in humans, as soon as humans, no matter 
how good they start out, as soon as they get some power, fame and money, 
most of them, except for Gandhi and Jesus, are corrupted. 
Here, Norgaard’s work is most insightful. Quoting the work of sociologist Anthony 
Giddens (1991), she writes: 
At the deepest level, large-scale environmental problems such as climate change 
threaten individual and community sense of the continuity of life – in other words, 
they threaten what Anthony Giddens calls ‘ontological security.’ ‘Ontological 
security’ refers to the confidence that most human beings have in the continuity 
of their self-identity and the constancy of the surrounding social and material 
environments of action’ (1991, 92) (Norgaard, 2011: 82). 
Questions of “ontological security” manifest in several unique ways for the group. In this 
particular moment, belief in God offers a moral grounding from which to perform their 
worldview that withstands broader ontological destabilization. For the most part, God as 
an idea remains intact. The divine even has sympathies and intentions for the work of 
these caring environmental followers. God does not tell these believers that they need to 
act. God does not direct their days or require they have divine revelation to justify how 
they order their lives. Rather, God gives them the strength to use their God given reason 
and empathy that they possess to do what is right.  
  “It feels good that I am not putting fracking fluid into some child’s mouth” says 
Emma, describing her personal commitment to swear off of natural gas and to transition 
her home to solar power. In her critique of fracking, she finds shelter from the ecological 
crisis’s attempt to disrupt the greater continuity of her cosmological and ethical horizon. 
For Emma, there is still a moral universe and it is still important for her to feel to be on 
the right side of the moral cosmos. God, as she understands God to exist, is on her side. 
222 
In another sense for the group, however, climate change pries open uncomfortable 
questions about God and ecology. If the planet can die, can the church die too? 
What began as a conversation of defeat and the limits of choice in the face of 
overwhelming odds and social forces, is redeemed in the end with a discussion of the 
power of new stories and the vitality of a new generation that sees climate change as the 
most pressing issue of their time. Marianne states: 
Can I share a bit of courage? There's one thing that Desmond Tutu often says, 
and it's been echoed by other people, too, that the moral arc of the universe 
bends itself towards the broken and it bends itself towards the ever expansion. 
And I just I. That's what I try to take hope in. And the fact that, like my daughters, 
you know, they're being raised to do differently, to be like Michelangelo said 
‘when you know better, you do better.’  
For her, the transformational changes she is seeing in her teenage daughter’s life offers 
a window into the burgeoning cultural shift that will launch a new eco generation, like a 
tidal wave, onto the Canadian political stage.  
10.6. Conclusion  
 “I’ve been doing a lot of research about the Oka crisis in 1990,” says Luna, talking about 
the importance of allying with First Nations communities in defense of their traditional 
territories and in their resistance to fossil fuels. The promise of engaged youth like her 
offers a bright light to many in the group for the potential of climate justice living beyond 
their own lifetimes. Youth voices also offer reassurance that the continuity of their life’s 
work will carry forward. One of the participants expressed pride in how their 
granddaughter led a recent climate strike at a Friday for the Future march in Victoria, 
BC. Another talked about climate change activism on university campuses and how this 
gives them the courage to keep their head up. Another still mentioned how even if the 
church dies, the message will live on if care and compassion guide the climate policy 
choices of tomorrow. The future of faith may not be Christian in form Luna adds, but if 
her generation has its way the future of humanity will be centred on principles of equity, 
decolonization, spirituality, and environmental justice.  
223 
Chapter 11. Petrol’s Wager 
Abstract: 
This chapter is an intergenerational focus group conversation with five members of a 
large multicultural Pentecostal congregation in Fort McMurray. Key points of discussion 
include the reliability of the evidence for climate change, the importance of caring for the 
earth as Christians, and the social benefits of fossil fuel production locally, nationally, 
and internationally. Some tensions emerge around global warming science with the 
majority of the group questioning the veracity of scientific and environmental activist 
claims. The group identifies several Canadian cultural and political flashpoints over fossil 
fuels, including perceived contestations between energy extraction communities like Fort 
McMurray and urban sites of consumption. What emerges is an overall discursive 
common sense orientation around the necessities of fossil fuels for modern life paired 
with a critique of the perceived hypocrisy around hydrocarbon disavowal. These opinions 
are amplified by statements of how destroying the industry would also destroy the 
livelihoods of those within the group. As such, interviewees are keenly aware of 
contemporary political narratives around fossil fuels and climate change and they 
express feelings about being under attack by outsiders. In addition, they also regard it as 
a privilege to bear the unsung energy-production burden on behalf of the nation. In doing 
so, they declare gratitude toward the industry for providing meaningful well-paid labour in 
order to achieve their individual life goals, as well as for enabling them with the means to 
be generous to those around them. For everyone in the group, fossil fuels enable an 






11.1. Sunday morning message: We need to be reminded 
[The] people we get here in Fort McMurray are people who are committed. 
Amen. And we thank God. Just to come here you have to sacrifice some things. 
And any members of my staff could be somewhere else, in some other cities 
serving but they’ve chosen to be here. And we believe God has ordained them to 
be here and we thank the Lord for that, and celebrate that – Lead Pastor.   
Today’s service is dedicated entirely to worship. The music is loud and upbeat 
intermixed with a handful of contemplative ballads. There are 700 chairs in the 
auditorium, about half full. Between songs, the worship leader tells the congregation, “I 
think we live differently when we think about the second coming.” Many of the songs are 
dedicated to thinking about heaven and the promise that awaits human beings after 
death when the faithful will be reunited with one another in the presence of Jesus. In this 
gazing toward the spiritual horizon there is also the promise that Christ could return at 
any time to gather his people and rush them off to heaven in a cosmological event 
known as the rapture. It is important for believers of this tradition to be ready for this. 
And that means getting one’s moral house and soul in order before God. It also means 
laying the spiritual groundwork through prayer and intercession so that Christ can return. 
As the service nears its crescendo, the lead pastor takes to the stage and says that 
when the leadership team was in the planning phase of building the brick and mortar 
church where they now congregate, God told him to build it with an eye for future 
expansion. “We need to be reminded about what it is all about,” he says. “That’s why we 
need to sing about the coming of the Lord.”  
11.2. You are now entering the missions field 
The focus group meets later in the evening on the same day as the Sunday service. We 
gather in a small classroom on the second floor of the church building. It is a relatively 
average cold March evening at -27C and there is a slight wind chill. These wintery 
elements are a keen reminder and context for the conversations we are about to have. 
Here, the material relations of production and consumption exist simultaneously in the 
present. Without fossil fuels to provide the heat for the room and the transport energy to 
get us all here in the frigid evening, none of this would be possible. The most compelling 
aspects of the conversations revolve around climate change and ethics of care. Before 
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delving deeper into those perspectives, however, it is important to recount how members 
of the group understand fossil fuels in the context of social and economic history.  
Many in the group articulate a baseline of personal and collective deprivation 
versus contemporary assessments of prosperity, comfort, and opportunity. Meagan, 61, 
an office administrator, describes her relation to fossil fuels in this way: 
What it's done for me, I think, in my life, it has made my life easier. When I 
compare how we turn on our furnaces and stuff like that. As a kid growing up – 
I'm the oldest one here, unfortunately – but chopping the wood and remembering 
my dad shoveling the coal into the furnace and those coal miners that went 
underground to get that is sure different on their health than what our guys are 
doing out here. It's been completely different. 
Energy scholars note the unique fluid and labour qualities of liquid hydrocarbons and 
their impact on social and political worlds (Sandwell, 2016; Malm, 2016; Huber, 2013; 
Mitchell, 2011). Whereas coal is labour intensive and more susceptible to the influence 
of organized labour politics, oil and bitumen are capital intensive with more possibilities 
for labour and corporate alignment (Malm, 2016; Mitchell, 2011). Mixed with high wages 
and a generous average household income – three times the national Canadian average 
(Hern & Johal, 2018) – the experiences interviewees describe in Fort McMurray is 
discursively constructed as a symbiotic relation between the interests of industry and the 
interests of labour. In particular, as Meagan notes above, in the physical qualities of 
contemporary oil sands extraction and her understanding of the historical production of 
coal, bitumen constitutes a miracle of technological innovation, both environmentally and 
socially. In this constellation, life for her and her family is getting better, bitumen is 
progress, and God, as a benevolent being who created the world in his image, is 
revealed in the prosperity of industry and the unfolding of economic history. Said another 
way, the God Meagan identifies reveals himself over time punctuated by key markers of 
social and spiritual advancement. Others, like Josh, a 32 year-old power engineer at a 
major oil sands producer, notes simply “it makes it [life] a lot easier.” Against the 
backdrop of the life-threatening wind chill outside, the goodness of fossil fuels needs no 
more argument than the creature comforts of Fort Mac. The abundance speaks for itself. 
Bob, 58, an electrician, says:  
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I believe that it has brought a lot of prosperity to not only myself and my family 
but to Canada as well. A lot of changes. I know from growing up as a kid, the 
things that we went through. The lack of money that we had and the struggles 
that my mom went through. And then myself being involved in the extraction of 
fossil fuels from the earth. And the prosperity that's brought into our lives. 
Bob’s story is compelling in this regard in that he describes how he found a way out of 
material and spiritual poverty through his work in the industry. He tells of converting to 
Christianity through the mentorship of a work peer. “He knew what his responsibility to 
our employer was and he knew what his responsibility to Christ was,” Bob says of the 
co-worker who led him to faith. He goes on: 
We taught each other a lot of things, but his was truth and I remain true to that. 
There is only one truth. I've heard this recently within the last few years, and I 
believe it and I know it, and [that is] just because the majority believes in a lie 
doesn't make it the truth. We need to find the truth and speak the truth and the 
truth is God, is Christ. 
With such a personal intersection between salvation, labour, and oil, the job site 
presents itself not only as a blessing from God but a place to also be a blessing to 
others. This type of sentiment is aptly expressed in a slogan written above the doorframe 
of the main exit from the chapel where we are meeting: “You are now entering the 
missions field.” This social/spiritual narrative of giving back through remittance and 
proselytization is an essential component to how each person in the group describes 
their relationship to work in the oil patch. James, a geologist (age not given), says: 
I’ve worked in the mining industry basically all my life and this is where I basically 
made the best buck. But my best buck is not stayin’ or landin’ in my own pocket. 
It’s been good for me, but it's been good for a lot of other people too that I 
associate with and I assist, you know, so you take that. When you know that you 
can actually make a good dollar and you can help somebody along the way, 
that's the best gift that you can have in life is knowing that you've contributed to 
help somebody that had been down and out, you know, that cannot provide for 
themselves. That gives you the greatest sense of achievement that you can have 
in life when you do that. 
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Bob describes a similar feeling in a story about how he and his partner financially 
support a hotel worker in the Dominican Republic: 
I think that as Christians we are to be vessels, a steward of that resource, that 
wealth that God gives us, not for us to hoard it and make our vessel bigger, but 
to flow through us out into the larger community. My wife and I have been able to 
travel to warm locations in the wintertime to get away from some of this. And one 
year we were in the Dominican and we just got to talking to one of the hotel 
workers … and we’ve actually been able to help him out financially a little bit 
along the way. He's a Christian young fella and he's trying to make his way and 
better himself. And plus also by us traveling and we go to these places and you 
get to talk to the people and get to know them. And by us being there we're 
sharing the wealth that we have and helping and benefiting the community.  
There is a parallel logic in the trickle-down care that both James and Bob describe and 
the broader discourse of market sovereignty that underwrites both green consumerism 
and trickle-down economics (Banet-Wieser, 2012; Maniates, 2001). Only here there is 
an added faith dimension in which high wage earners in the oil patch are able to 
participate in meaningful spiritual and material acts of charity. What affectively links 
these stories of economic and sacred redemption is the experience of generosity in 
which the “best buck” enables those with well paying jobs to engage in the types of 
philanthropic acts generally reserved for those further up the household income food 
chain. Their wages empower them to help shape the lives of others in ways that were 
not always possible before they made it to the patch. Their “best buck,” as James 
declares, allows them to be the vessel that God desires and to see themselves in the 
subjectivity of service to Christ. As such, these acts of selected charity and the ability to 
care for family in a dignified way give the long hours, the high pay, and the ecological 
tensions they’re enmeshed within, purpose. Through fossil fuel extraction they have 
been empowered to change lives. 
Exploring the link between belief, practice, and ideology is a major topic in critical 
theory and sociology. In particular, scholars like Max Weber (2001), Luc Boltanski 
(2005), Eve Chiapello (2005), and Niki Aschoff (2015) look to the cultural formations that 
legitimize the process of capital. Relative to our discussion here, Boltanski and Chiapello 
investigate the ways in which meaning is experienced not merely as an ideological 
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fantasy or false consciousness, but as a real and tangible thing. As such, they describe 
the spirit of capitalism as the process of “giving meaning to wage-labour” (Boltanski & 
Chiapello, 2005: 64). This is very much what Bob, James, and the others describe. For 
Boltanski and Chiapello, the key to understanding how economic systems replicate 
across time is to begin with the premise that people are not duped, for example, by 
industry PR or simplistic promotional or state appeals to self-worth or nation. Rather, 
they argue, people are offered something, both materially and psychologically, in their 
embrace of a particular set of stories about the world and their place within it. They write:  
We start out from the principle that people are able by themselves to measure 
the discrepancy between discourse and what they experience, to the point where 
capitalism must, in a way, offer – in practice – reasons for accepting its 
discourse (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005: xx).  
 
In revisiting Weber’s work on the spirit of capitalism, scholars like Boltanski, Chiapello, 
and Aschoff return to the central claim of the Protestant Ethic, that capitalism must have 
meaning in order to socially reproduce (Weber, 2001). As such, endless growth, 
capitalist markets, exploitive labour, and destructive ecological relations require 
narratives of purpose in order to soothe the contradictions they produce. “Capitalist 
society is particularly in need of stories,” writes Niki Aschoff (Aschoff, 2015: 2). Looking 
to Fort Mac, the extractive labour that participants describe must too have meaning 
beyond accruing as much wealth for one’s self in the shortest period of time possible. 
Accordingly, even vacation has meaning. In a somewhat different approach to the query 
of how fossil fuels impact their life, Bryan, 35, youth pastor, reflects on the wealth 
bitumen has brought to the body of Christ in Fort Mac. He states: 
I think for me, it has impacted my life in countless ways. I think the biggest is 
opportunity. Growing up in Fort McMurray, specifically, my father worked in the 
oil sands and it created for our family opportunities and realities that a lot of the 
rest of world doesn't have. Living in Fort McMurray, you know, I'm in the top 
probably 3 percent wealthiest people in the world. I try to teach the teenagers 
that all the time, that even though you guys don’t think you're rich because you're 
around a bunch of rich people – so in comparison you feel like you're not rich – 
[but] you look at most of the world, we have opportunity that most don't…. A lot of 
my salary comes from people who work in fossil fuels. And its given me the 
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opportunity to raise a family, given me the opportunity to travel to twenty-three 
different countries and all sorts of things.  
For Bryan, like those voices heard already, prosperity and opportunity in the oil sands 
align with the messages of prosperity and opportunity that he sees in the path of 
Christian faith. Importantly, the prosperity and opportunity that he identifies is not the 
result of things like political agitation, social planning, Indigenous land dispossession, or 
collective labour struggle, but rather it is in the battle of the individual against both 
themselves and the landscape, with the body of Christ at their side. In this way, the 
possibilities that Fort Mac opens up in life parallels the gateway of possibilities that 
salvation in Christ offers. This is not the prosperity gospel per se, but rather a more 
elaborate entanglement of petronationalism, millenarianism, compassion, gratitude, and 
resource extraction habitus.  
11.3. I think we’re being fed a lie – Agenda 21 
A theme that arises in many of the conservative political perspectives on fossil fuels in 
this research is the relationship between governance and freedom. In the added setting 
of conservative faith there are two general variants. The first is a more standard right 
wing critique of big government and regulation. In this articulation government is a 
barrier to market and environmental innovation, whilst at the same time government, 
when it does step-in, is perceived as administering self-inflicted wounds to state-coffers 
by choking off key revenue streams. Whether responding to Indigenous land defenders, 
settler environmental activist allies, or outside economic and eco critiques, elected 
officials are seen to inevitably flub resource extraction policy. As such, industry self-
regulation is the ideal framework for economic, social, and environmental benefit. This 
all occurs within a broader political realist and nationalist framework that when it comes 
to fossil fuel extraction, if Canada doesn’t do it, someone else will, and to a lesser 
standard at that. The second variant is more specific to eschatological thinking. It is a 
hybrid of alt-right libertarian conspiracy theory meets theological millenarianism. This 
brand positions Western civilization as under-attack by one-world government advocates 
at the United Nations who seek to implement something called Agenda 21, signifying the 
rise of the antichrist.  
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Briefly, Agenda 21 is the moniker of a conspiracy theory that argues that an anti-
democratic one-world government is being orchestrated in secret at the behest of a 
cabal of globalist elites with the aim of population control and the suppression of 
individual rights and freedoms (Norton, 2015; Fajak, 2014; Hinkes-Jones, 2012; 
Kaufman & Zernike, 2012).29 Gaining popularity amongst Tea Party activists in the 
United States (Kaufman & Zernike, 2012), conservative populist agitation over Agenda 
21 is based on a particular understanding of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit Sustainable 
Development declaration that establishes an international framework for equitable 
economic, social, and environmental governance. Signed by every United Nations 
member state at the time (Fajak, 2014), the voluntary agenda was seen as a major 
breakthrough for the environmental movement, introducing the eco mantra and political 
discourse of “sustainable development” (first articulated five-years earlier in the 
Brundtland Commission Report) onto the world stage (Pezzullo & Cox, 2018; WBCSD, 
2012). Progressive critiques of sustainable development have argued that it is too vague 
of an ideal so as to mean nothing at all, or merely green capitalism in disguise 
(Dernbach & Cheever, 2015; Agyeman, 2005; Princen, Maniates, & Conca, 2002). This 
has been met with a parallel set of far-right and libertarian critiques. These attest that the 
aim of Agenda 21 is an international power grab by shadowy power brokers whose aim 
is forced population control and the seizure of private property (Norton, 2015).30 Norton 
summarizes this particular line of critique as follows: 
Activists across the United States have been disrupting local planning 
commission meetings; promoting the adoption of local resolutions condemning 
sustainable development initiatives – especially those related to land use 
planning and regulation…. The crux of their claims is that the United Nations’ 
Agenda 21 specifically, and the sustainable development movement more 
broadly, is nothing less than a hegemonic plot to establish the U.N. as a unified 
global government in order to centrally control the use and benefits of natural 
resources, and further to do so with the goals specifically of undermining United 
                                                
29 There is also recent reporting that suggests the QAnon conspiracy is also making headway into Canadian conservative 
churches (Dryden, 2020; Remski, 2020). 
30 Much like how conservative pundits have decried environmentalists as watermelons (green on the outside and red on 
the inside) (Klein, 2014), there is an interesting parallel logic in that in the context of Agenda 21, the populist right draws 
stark political conclusions about the horizon of left wing political possibilities, for example those identified by Wainright and 
Mann (2018) in their book Climate Leviathan. 
231 
States sovereignty, destroying constitutionally guaranteed private property rights, 
and eliminating the ‘American way of life’ (Norton, 2015: 325-326). 
Because resource wealth is uniquely tied to nationalist discourses of Canadian identity 
and history (Dalby, 2019; Ekers & Farnan, 2010; Saul, 2009; Sandilands, 1999), attacks 
on resources development can be articulated as attacks on Canadian identity articulated 
as such. For those who strongly identify with the nation and its ‘Christian roots’ in this 
way, and who also work in the fossil fuel industry, overlap between Tea Party Agenda 21 
conspiracy, oil sands extraction, and Christian faith is not a far leap. Take the following 
from Bob:  
Our society here, Western society, was founded on Christian principles by people 
of faith fleeing persecution in Europe. They came to the Western hemisphere and 
they built a society here in Canada and the United States based on faith 
principles. I think they survived and conquered through the power of the Holy 
Spirit. The power of God in their lives overcame some pretty tremendous 
obstacles to bring us as far as we've come.  
He goes on:  
I believe that we are being fed a lie. I believe that there are people in power that 
have an agenda that is ulterior to what is best for mankind…. I just recently read 
an article written by somebody about Agenda 21, which is a U.N. agenda, which 
is about controlling the masses of people and creating a one-world government, 
which if we read and study the Bible is talked about in the Book of Revelation, 
and it's the rise of the Antichrist. And the sign of the end times. And there are 
people in this world that are pushing for that and pushing towards it. And I 
believe that's part of what the U.N. agenda is. And I think that's what a large part 
of what is driving this climate change agenda.  
The link between Agenda 21, the antichrist, and bitumen is through a critique of the 
collective policy architectures necessary to address climate change. And because 
opponents of the oil sands are perceived to socially and politically benefit from various 
United Nations declarations and global scientific consensus on climate change, 
defending fossil fuel extraction in Northern Alberta is a battlefield in a much larger 
spiritual and cultural conflict, on par with other great moral and ethical contests 
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throughout history. In this view, the political choice is stark: on one side is God’s 
providence, a resource bounty gifted to humanity by the heavens and toiled by honest, 
yet flawed, human servants of the lord’s larger intention; and on the other side, a satanic 
lie, one that sees human redemption not through Christian salvation, but through the 
secular humanist social engineering plans of a fallen world. Bryan states: 
I'm very skeptical of a lot of the voices that are saying that fossil fuels are leading 
our world to destruction in a very quick way. I think that is alarmist talk. And if 
there [are] some indicators that we're doing things that are harmful … I think 
they’re being used to get to a specific agenda. But all [this] to say, at the end of 
the day, we want to seek God’s truth.  
11.4. Turn the light off 
Participants express their views with a candid and sincere demeanour. At several points 
throughout are reflections on how enjoyable it is to have an open and guided 
conversation about the issues that uniquely involve the place they all call home. They 
welcome the invitation to talk about Fort McMurray in a way that they believe counters 
media misrepresentations. In doing so, they demonstrate how talking about their 
hometown is not only about disputing consensus science and popular opinion regarding 
the facts surrounding the ecological impacts of industry, but about affect. In this way, the 
conversations offer a compelling picture into how the feeling of working in the oil sands 
can be at odds with the portrayals that they see of their industry by critics. Bob says: 
Once we step outside of Fort McMurray, we come across ignorance because all 
they've got to feed off of is what the media is giving them. They don't work here. 
They're not part of what we do here. They're not part of fossil fuel extraction – 
period – whether it's in the oil sands or you're on a drill rig in the middle of Alberta 
or South central Alberta, South Saskatchewan or in the Bakken in North Dakota. 
Unless you're a part of that and see what goes on there. How do you know? Just 
like I don't know all the things that a doctor goes through. I don't work in a 
doctor's office. I visit them once in a while, but I don't know.   
It is important to observe that many of the extractive logics participants express are 
similarly prominent throughout Albertan media ecologies. For example, narratives and 
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claims about the nefarious intentions of outsiders, the pan-Canadian benefits of oil 
revenue, or the industry’s exceptional environmental record, are common in Postmedia 
outlets and flagship publications like the Calgary Herald (Saurette & Gunster, 2014). 
These discourses also appear in industry supported social media channels and other 
corporate publications, as well as by the provincial government (Gunster et al, 2020; 
Saurette & Gunster, 2014). In establishing the Canadian Energy Centre (CEC) or “War 
Room” in 2019 – a state sponsored media organization that the Globe and Mail calls a 
propaganda organization (Globe and Mail, 2018) – Premier Jason Kenney identified 
“misinformation” as the most significant front in the conflict over oil in Canada (Anderson, 
2019a). Of the reasoning behind the CEC, Kenney said: “We were not doing nearly 
enough to tell the truth in response to a campaign of lies, of defamation and 
disinformation based on torqued, dated and incomplete and out of context attacks on our 
energy sector” (Anderson, 2019a). What Kenney also speaks to and promotes in this 
expression is the common political refrain of Western alienation, a position also taken by 
participants in the conversation.  
A shared sense of being judged permeates the group. And despite an active 
industry PR sector and pro-oil provincial governments (Adkin, 2016; Shrivastava & 
Stefanick, 2015; Gunster & Saurette, 2014), either NDP or UCP (conservative), 
participants feel they have been unfairly singled out in media portrayals of their industry. 
As such, references to ‘the’ media are a recurrent theme in the conversation. There is a 
collective belief that outsider portrayals of the industry are ideologically motivated and 
wilfully distort the ecological impacts of the oil sands. Audiences, Bryan suggests, are 
susceptible to such narratives because they are not exposed to counter, or locally 
produced, viewpoints: 
I feel like there's a lot of people who comment who don't really get to have 
firsthand experience. Where I have a unique perspective because I've driven the 
haul trucks. I've seen this stuff. I've talked to people who have worked in the 
safety side of things. I've talked to people who’ve worked on the environmental 
side of things …. [and] I talk to people who have no idea and there's a lot of 
ignorance. So I feel privileged to kind of understand somewhat what goes on. 
And at times I think I feel a bit conflicted about it. You hear these competing 
voices that are out there. And my thought is always ‘how do I honour God’ and 
‘what's the real truth?’ Because as much as I feel firm on the side I'm on – I feel 
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fossil fuels we should be using them – at the same time … I don't know if I've 
ever met somebody who's as open minded as they think they are. So I have to 
stop and ask myself, do I lean the way I do because of where I live or do I lean 
that way because it's actually right to use these things? 
The disconnect between media portrayals and experiential epistemologies defines the 
dissonance that Bryan describes. As such, he makes a claim to affective epistemologies 
that privilege bodily knowledge in particular contexts as opposed to more distanced 
social and environmental critiques, and the counter-knowledge’s that opponents present.  
Saurette and Gunster (2011) describe this same sensibility as “epistemological 
populism.” In their work analyzing conservative talk radio in Canada they explore how 
the direct experience of listeners is invoked to counter ‘elite’ narratives on a variety of 
social and political issues through the use of populist rhetoric(s), forms, and appeals to 
an affectively constructed “common sense.” Epistemological populism, they write, 
defines “certain types of individual experience as the only ground of valid and politically 
relevant knowledge. We suggest that this epistemology has significant political impacts 
insofar as its epistemic inclusions and exclusions make certain political positions appear 
self-evident and others incomprehensible and repugnant” (Saurette & Gunster, 2011: 
196).  
In the context of this discussion, the personal articulations of first-hand 
experience carry an affective power that through the lens of a conservative 
suburban/rural habitus is more compelling for participants than the images and 
messages of opponents. And it is precisely personal experiences like these that are 
affectively, ideologically, and symbolically leveraged to give meaning to Canada’s 
leading source of greenhouse gas emissions (Fleet, Gunster, and Paterson, 2021; 
McCurdy, 2019; McCurdy, 2018; Barney, 2018; Gunster & Saurette, 2014). The 
competing affects between insiders and outsiders that Bryan outlines pits not only fact 
versus fact, but tone versus tone. In this way, it is not only what critics say, but how they 
say it. As such, critiques are thus filtered through broader perceptions regarding the 
underlying what and how of the industry itself. Josh states: 
When you look at oil sands – who [sic] has this blemish from the media – and 
you compare them to Venezuela, Nigeria, all these other places, we're actually a 
world leader in safety and in quality of life that we pay our workers and all the 
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people that are affected by it. I take quite a lot of pride in how fossil fuels impacts 
Fort McMurray, Canada, North America, and ultimately the world because 
Canada is a leader and [is] also supporting other countries that don't have the 
ability to get a huge resource out of the ground that we have. I personally worked 
in the oil sands for 12 years, so I take a lot of pride in how we operate. And now 
that I'm in a leadership position also on the decisions we make every day on how 
to safely and properly operate it – sometimes not to the best market price 
margins – but also to put people first putting safety, putting environment, putting 
the ground all first ahead of the dollar amount sometimes. So I think it's all in how 
we do it. And I think being a Christian and being a man of faith, you can take that 
to work and make good faithful decisions.  
An added dimension of these testimonies is how faith is woven into the broader 
constellation of social and political perspectives. Here the unique qualities of born again 
belief affectively ties each believer to a similar logic of “affective facts” (Zuurbier & Fleet, 
2017: 476).  
At the outset of the conversation each participant shared their journey to 
Christian faith. Meagan described how Christ saved her father and her family from 
addiction. Josh tells of how Jesus lifted him out of a troubling time in his life and led him 
to his life partner. Bob describes a life without meaning and purpose until he had an 
encounter with the Lord. Bryan tells how God showed him a personal destiny far greater 
than he ever could have imagined for his life. And James described being born again as 
everything that he is, the ultimate arbiter of truth and hope in his world. These personal 
affective relations to faith parallel their personal affective relations to industry. Work in 
the oil sands is part of their personal redemption story. As such, personal, collective, and 
spiritual identity is woven as deep into industry as the bitumen is entwined into the 
ground beneath their feet. Layers upon layers of history and time have produced the 
mythologies of prosperity and purpose that populate the imaginary of their narratives of 
national prosperity and individual livelihood. In their exploration of post-truth and 
affective facts, Zuurbier and Fleet (2017) describe aspects of this affective process as 
such:  
Affects come from deep inside of us, convincing us of their prominence over 
everything else, including rational thought. The embodied quality of affects leads 
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to their misconception as fact. Because affects are felt so powerfully, they are 
often believed over anything that may indicate something contradictory (Zuurbier 
& Fleet, 2017: 473). 
The affective link between the logical apparatus of industry and the life of faith is through 
embedded understandings of dominion, blessing, and progress. God desires these 
higher truths for his flock and so too does industry – explicitly so (McCurdy, 2019; 
McCurdy, 2018; Barney, 2018). As such, attacks on industry claims to prosperity and 
progress (both as an ideal and as an actual achievement) are translated into similar 
attacks on faith, i.e. secular humanism (Marshall, 2020). As such, these critiques cannot 
be comprehended as true or valid, but rather as inherently oppositional. Because the 
language of oil and the language of Christ in this context are wedded to core 
expressions of human exceptionalism and God’s providence, attacks on industry, for 
lack of a better term, can be interpreted as Godless. That is to say, they are secular 
humanist claims about an earth that industry critics only see partially. Take the following 
from Meagan: 
God’s in control, that's my thinking. And you think back, it’s gonna be three years 
ago when we had the big fire through here. He was in control. No one died – well 
two people on the highway died, right – Now we had the big freeze. All the pine 
beetles. God's in control. All the pine beetles are dying. But I believe he's in 
control of our climate. It's not the climate change. That's just how from early age I 
was raised. God's in control… don’t sit there and blame everyone. You live with 
what it is, in the climate. 
For these believers a broader heavenly timeline is a work. God has created the earth for 
human life and enjoyment and in response humans owe a duty of care to the land, and 
to one another. Bob says:  
As Christians, I mean, God gave us the garden. This is the garden. He gave this 
to us. And his command was to go out and to multiply, to be fruitful, to multiply 
and to tend to the garden. And this is the garden. We have a responsibility to 
tend to it. And every good farmer knows that you don't go out and abuse the land 
because you gotta’ grow a crop next year, too.  
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This is a key point for everyone in the conversation. At stake are not necessarily the 
broader theological distinctions between positions like creation care, stewardship, or 
dominion, but rather an acknowledgement of the discursive nature of eco politics. As 
reviewed earlier, Hajer argues that contemporary debates about the environment are not 
about whether or not humans are impacting the earth in negative ways but rather over 
the “interpretation” of such impacts (Hajer, 1995: 14). Accordingly, a host of questions 
arise: Why is it happening? Who is it happening to? What is an acceptable degree of 
risk? Can it be justified? What does it mean to care for the earth? The focus group 
discussion reveals two unique aspects of Hajer’s point. First, as evidenced by support 
for industry, these believers exemplify the wide spectrum of understandings that exist 
when it comes to the contestation over environmental meaning in Canada. In their views 
and experiences, industry gives back to the land as much as it takes, both socially and 
ecologically. And while such claims are demonstrably false in the context of climate 
change and carbon footprint, they are nevertheless articulated through a broader 
economic and social understanding of working the land and what it means to make land 
productive. In doing so the social and ontological importance of extraction is linked to 
larger discourses of progress, power, and colonization (Dochuk, 2019; Hern & Johal, 
2018; Turner, 2017; Moore, 2017; Smith, 2008; Cronon, 1995; Merchant, 1980). For 
example, at one point Bob makes a joke that oil sands operations are actually cleaning 
up the Athabasca River “one bucket full at a time,” helping to stem the naturally 
occurring bitumen flows into the Athabasca River. The humour both reveals and 
absolves the contradiction: industry destroys and then rebuilds whilst at the same time 
doing no harm at all. From this perspective, development cannot do any substantial 
wrong – you have to break a few eggs to make an omelette. The other dimension of 
Hajer’s understanding of the interpretative realities of the environmental crisis is 
revealed in an exchange regarding image and signification. For both critics and allies 
alike, the discursive conflict over the oil sands is negotiated through competing 
narratives of responsibility and wellbeing. Bryan states: 
Like what message would it send to the non-faith world if the Christian 
community were to say, we believe God created the world, we believe that you 
put us in charge of it and then we don't take care of it. As Christian people it's our 
responsibility. Our faith teaches us that we're not going to be hypocritical. God 
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has given us this world and we need to show the world that we value how it's 
tended to.  
As a proselytizing faith community, being a good witness and example of Christ is 
paramount. And while this sentiment can at times be at odds with the counter imperative 
of speaking the truth amidst a culture of lies, when it comes to climate change and the 
environment, these believers articulate clear parameters in how they challenge climate 
science and industry critics through a message of love, respect, and divine purpose. 
Bryan says: 
I want to be prayerful. I want to respond to people who would be on the opposite 
side in a respectful and godlike way. But at the end of the day, I have to stop and 
say I can only control so much. I can only control my response…. My future, my 
ultimate destiny for me as a person of faith is that God’s got something better 
prepared. If this world does fall apart, I hope I don't have a part to play in it falling 
apart – I don't think it's going to, but if it did, I hope I don't play a part. But I also 
understand that God has a heaven where depending on how you interpret the 
Bible, he's gonna recreate this earth back to his former intention and essentially a 
new heaven, a new earth and better. And those problems will go away in time. 
So, God, how do I honour you with the resources you've given us now? But 
knowing that if it does all fall apart because man is not smart enough to figure out 
how to use it all, our future is secure for those of us who have Christ.  
Bryan also attests that climate change is a “loaded” term. He states that it carries with it 
various contested meanings and perspectives. In saying this, Bryan calls attention to a 
broader tension between truth, culture, and proselytization. In a mediated world, being a 
witness within the context of contemporary visual culture is an important thing to 
consider. Josh makes a similar observation:  
I think we're the caretakers of this Earth. I think we need to utilize the resources 
that God has given us, which is fossil fuels, but I also think that this boreal forest 
– which is a beautiful forest in northern Alberta – if we didn't return it to its normal 
state, if we did not have the gas de-sulfurization, which if you didn't have would 
cause acid rain or other things when we actually extract the fossil fuel, I think that 
it could be not in God's image. I think if we didn’t replant trees and didn't regard 
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the local people that were here before and not look into what they need to 
support them or try to better their quality of life as well as we're bettering 
ourselves by getting these high paying wages. It's our resource to use 
responsibly.  
On these points, it is again worth noting how these perspectives align with established 
industry and pro-extraction media narratives. Gunster et al (2020) employ Edward 
Walker’s thematic “subsidized publics” to refer to the ways in which seemingly organic 
opinions on highly politicized issues often find fervent support, if not origins, through 
channels financially and ideologically connected to corporate enterprises. They write: 
Subsidized publics arise from the use of corporate and industry resources to 
catalyze and refine the participation of particular groups within the public sphere, 
thereby giving them a coherence, focus and elevated profile that they would not 
have had on their own (Gunster et al., 2020: 3). 
This is important to consider when thinking about Josh’s and others reflections on the 
positive environmental stewardship of major corporate players in the oil sands. This is 
not to say that Josh’s beliefs are not firmly held, that he suffers from a false 
consciousness, or that he operates under some sort of delusion, but rather that such 
views are heavily promoted and socially subsidized by industry throughout Alberta’s 
media ecology (Gunster et al, 2020). Still for the focus group, despite the myriad cultural 
avenues of discursive and ideological industry support, opposing what they perceive as 
the dominant narratives against the oil sands does present emotional and spiritual 
challenges.  
As explored earlier, Norgaard describes how much of the experience human 
beings have of climate change is around negative emotion and affect management 
(Norgaard, 2011; Norgaard, 2008). A memorable moment in the conversation captures 
some of the dimensions of this claim. At one point, Josh says that it can be emotionally 
difficult to navigate the contested media terrain around climate change and the oil sands. 
Unlike the rest of the group, Josh is committed in his belief that climate change is real 
and that the carbon dioxide produced by the fossil industry that he works in is implicated 
in that process. After describing what he says are conflicting documentary film accounts 
of the Alberta oil sands industry, Josh tells the group: 
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I think, like, if you started getting too worried in listening to these documentaries, 
like Bryan said, I think you just need to go back and just pray and say, hey, ‘what 
can I do within my control?’ Pray for your leaders to make the right decisions. 
Pray for yourself not to be stressed out, not to worry. And just do the best that 
you can. Go to work and try to make the morally correct decisions if you're tied to 
the industry.   
Leading up to this comment, Josh also described how other countries, and China in 
particular, are “abusing our atmosphere” and need to be held to account for their 
increased use of coal-based power. This is part of a larger constellation of political 
assessments that claim Canada is a leader in sustainable fossil fuel production 
alongside the most admirable human rights and worker safety regimes in the world, aka 
Ethical Oil (Gunster et al., 2020). The moment in the conversation where Josh makes 
the above claim about documentary films is an emotional crescendo of sorts, filled with 
industry talking points, references to affective media loops, and an expression of the 
rhetorical power of lived experience, where little is offered up in terms of emotional 
resolution. The mood is heavy. He then offers up an interlude of comedic relief: “Turn the 
light off before you leave the room,” he says to a chorus of laughter, “everyone can 
make a difference.”  
This is an expression of many things. First and foremost, the comment serves to 
lighten the room after an hour of engaging with one of the most contested topics in 
Canadian politics. Norgaard’s work identifies comedic escape as a common cultural tool 
in addressing social tensions and prolonged emotional discomfort (Norgaard, 2011; 
Norgaard, 2008). While everyone in the group agrees on both the sustainable bonafides 
of the industry and that Albertan bitumen can be produced in an ethical and 
environmental way, not everyone agrees on the role that climate science as an 
antagonist plays in the narrative of climate change, and there is some tension in light of 
this. At 32, Josh is the youngest in the group and attests to the legitimacy of the science 
backing climate change as well as the legitimacy of the technological innovations that 
industry can use to address it. For the rest of the group, however, only the latter is 
convincing. Another way to consider this exchange of laughter, however, is through 
Zizek’s articulation of ideology as a cynical mask. While on one hand, ironically 
suggesting that turning the lights off at a major producer like Syncrude, Cenovus, 
Imperial Oil, or Husky Energy can be interpreted as nothing more than a meaningless 
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example of everyday existential relief and industry habitus, on the other hand critical 
theory would suggest that it is in exactly such expressions that ideology becomes most 
salient. In moments like these the constellation of political and spiritual values come to 
the fore. Zizek writes: 
Cynicism is the answer of the ruling culture … it recognizes, it takes into account, 
the particular interest behind the ideological universality, the distance between 
the ideological mask and the reality, but it still finds reasons to retain the mask. 
This cynicism is not a direct position of immorality, it is more like morality itself 
put in the service of immorality — the model of cynical wisdom is to conceive 
probity, integrity, as a supreme form of dishonesty, and morals as a supreme 
form of profligacy, the truth as the most effective form of a lie (Žižek, 1994: 313). 
While in this citation Zizek is expressing a critique of neoliberal cultural hegemony, the 
same analysis can be applied to other hegemonic mythologies as well. The shared 
laughter in the ridiculous idea that industry can be made sustainable by existing labour 
means and cultural tools serves as an alibi of sorts, (in the Barthesian sense), and 
admission of some wrong in order to excuse much greater transgressions (Barthes, 
2012). It is at work in the group in their expressions of industry reclamation projects and 
the way industry enables them to care for their families and others, just as much as such 
claims are evident in industry promotion itself. In this ideological interpretation, when 
Husky Oil or Suncor or Imperial Oil invests in green energy, it is doing the proverbial 
turning out the lights. When new filters are put atop the Syncrude plant, they are turning 
out the lights. When fly-in fly-out labour is restricted for both eco and social concerns, 
they are turning out the lights. When people pray for their leaders to make the right 
decisions on climate change, they are turning out the lights.31  
 For Zizek, the essence of the cynical is to know and to not care, but then to turn 
around and care as if one does not know. To demonstrate, Zizek uses the example of 
Christ’s famous words on the cross: “Father forgive them for they know not what they 
do” (cited in Fiennes, 2012). But of course, as Zizek argues, they do know what they do 
which is precisely why Christ’s sacrifice and forgiveness is needed. In this 
                                                
31 It should be noted that such eco approaches are not the sole purvey of conservative Christian workers in the patch, but 
rather are endemic across the social and ideological spectrum of faith. 
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understanding, the essence of transgression is in the intention, not ignorance. While this 
particular Zizekian reading of the comedic relief might take us to arguments beyond the 
frame of the project here, it nevertheless speaks to the myriad contradictions of 
petroculture, both in its maintenance and in resistance to it. As such, when the 
sustainability fantasy is revealed through masked desires of realpolitik and the demands 
of fossil capital, a type of hydrocarbon Pascal’s Wager is revealed: even if we are wrong 
about climate change the world is going to end anyway. Importantly then, to be a 
committed believer in this context of both climate concern and climate disavowal – and a 
context of moral contradiction and moral certainty – it is imperative to have a strategy 
around media consumption. Bryan says: 
Our faith should drive us to always remember where the ultimate sense of truth 
comes from and who holds our future in their hands. I think we have a great 
misunderstanding or lack of information to even really be able to identify what 
happens with climate change.… So I think sometimes people are quick to jump 
on what smart people or other people or important people then would say. I think 
sometimes we just need to pause and be reflective and go to God and say, look, 
there's some changes going on with the environment. Where's that coming from 
and what do you want me to do with it? Because, I mean, if there are some 
things we need to change and we are having an effect, then we need to rightfully 
do that. But I don't want to jump because I read a certain article that says 
something if my intuition or the Holy Spirit speaks to me and says that doesn't 
seem to be what's actually happening.  
For pastor Bryan, navigating the unsettling terrain of climate science and contrarian 
news media is to reposition climate change and energy extraction within the frame of 
spiritual experience and millenarian theology. This allows for two things: first, it reflects a 
sincere engagement with faith and puts relationship with Christ front-and-centre of 
worldly considerations, even ecological and political perspectives; second, it allows for 
“even-if thinking” that centres motivation over outcome as the primary assessment of 
morality (i.e. God judges the heart). In this way, as described above, it acts as a Pascal’s 
Wager for climate change eschatology: if I deny climate science and if I am wrong, my 
spiritual integrity remains intact because I honestly sought the truth. But if I believe in 
climate change and it is false, then I led the world down the path of state sponsored 
climate tyranny (aka Agenda 21 and secular humanism). Bryan attests that Christians 
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need to inform themselves about climate science and to make good and God-honouring 
decisions when it comes to the environment. But when God through the Holy Spirit 
ultimately reveals that science is flawed, one needs to then return their gaze to the 
positive realities of industry, things like comfort, progress, prosperity, opportunity, 
generosity, and care. How could this not be God’s heart for Fort McMurray? It is not so 
much climate nihilism as it is the very same “god is control” logic that, at other points, 
Bryan disavows. This is not to suggest that Bryan is somehow disingenuous or ill 
intentioned, but rather that values and principles are applied contextually and unevenly. 
A similar thing occurs in Josh’s discussion of industry self-regulation. On one hand, he 
says that industry goes to great lengths and often at their own cost, to produce a more 
ecologically considerate product. In another moment, however, he affirms a more 
neoliberal realpolitik, arguing the inherent self-interest bias not only at the core of 
industry, but is at the heart of corporate governance itself. He says: 
I kind of agree with both sides. I think climate change is happening. There's no 
doubt that the industrial revolution has changed how the earth is responding. 
There is 7 billion people on earth now and there was one billion a hundred years 
ago. So all those people, all the industries, of course its changing it. Does that 
mean that all the coastal cities are going to be flooded by 2050 like you watch on 
these movies? I don't think so but I’m also not that educated…. So I think there's 
technology in this world to effectively and efficiently and safely use fossil fuels to 
power our world. It’s just it costs money to put the cleaning at the end of the plant 
to ensure that all the SO2 is removed, all the NOx and SOx and all the fly ash, 
that you remove it before it actually goes into the atmosphere. It costs money.  
And a lot of companies and corporations and governments don't enforce it. 
Because the corporation won't because they're trying to get the best dollar they 
can get. There's no incentive to do it. So you have to have guidelines in place 
and laws in place. And I think a lot of the countries don't have that. 
11.5. Conclusion 
In Strangers in Their Own Land, Arlie Hochschild (2016) offers a picture of the emotional 
fields of public life that speak not only to social democratic, liberal, conservative, and 
libertarian divides in America, but to Canada as well. She describes politics as a set of 
competing affective positions, or “feeling rules” (Hochschild, 2016: 227), that direct and 
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reinforce political sentiments. For example, she describes how a key motivator of the 
conservative right in the USA is the desire for “release from liberal notions of what they 
should feel” (Hochschild, 2016: 15). When applied to this conversation, her analysis 
offers insight about how faith, fossil fuels, and climate change align in certain places and 
certain cultural contexts to create “deep stories” about extraction. A “deep story” 
Hochschild writes, is “a story that feels as if it were true” (Hochschild, 2016: 16). We 
might also describe them as affective stories. And at the core of every deep story, left or 
right, liberal or conservative, pro-pipeline or anti-pipeline, is a tale about fairness 
(Hochschild, 2016). And if there is a deep story here, it is a story about fossil-fuelled 
economic equity and about who deserves what and for what reasons. Participants 
understand their industry as engaged in a culture war with environmentalists and urban 
outsiders, one that is being fought in the trenches of Netflix, social media, and against 
the Hollywood glitterati. As such, for the majority of the group, the messages they hear 
about fossil fuels and the oil sands industry aren’t equitable. And neither is climate 
change. Take the following from Bob:  
Its brought prosperity to our family, to our lives through the work that I have been 
able to do.… The development of fossil fuels within our society has also 
benefited us in huge, tremendous, ways and now we’re being so-called punished 
by people that believe something different than those of us that work here. I 
gotta’ pay an additional penalty, 70 some-odd dollars a month, to accommodate 
this carbon levy that's being pushed upon us because I need fossil fuels to heat 
my home in the wintertime because I live in a northern climate. And I don't have a 
choice. You know, I have no alternatives. So because I use fossil fuels, I'm being 
punished for that. 
More so than perhaps anyone in the group, Bob brings to the surface the multiple 
dimensions of the feeling of the fairness coin. One person’s climate justice is another 
person’s climate injustice. His is what Hochschild would call a story of “’makers’ and 
‘takers’” (Hochschild, 2016: 149). It is a story that implicates government, free riders, and 
the non-profit sector to social decline and their own fear of losing a perceived hard-
earned upwardly mobile class position. A parallel fairness story is also at work. The 
dividends of individual labour in the oil patch, paired with dispensational theology, offer a 
broader meaning of equity in their vocations. As both workers and believers they 
understand themselves not only in the service of themselves but also in the service of 
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something greater than themselves: national and global prosperity. They understand 
themselves as actively bringing God’s blessing to the world. As such, they take it upon 
their shoulders the burden of working the frozen ground so that the many may prosper, 
carbon martyrs so-to-speak. And all that they ask in return is to not be chastised for it. 
And just as they perceive the state (embodied in Justin Trudeau and then Alberta 
Premier Rachel Notley) and outsiders as unjustly intervening in their global project, so 
too do they malign and distrust “the” media for misrepresenting who they are and what 
they do. As such, there is a valuable complexity at work here in the entanglement of 
ideology, environmental communication, and petroculture. “The way to honour God, is to 
be the best you that you can be,” Bryan says at the end of the conversation. For him, 
that means realizing your strengths, acknowledging your weaknesses, and building your 
life upon the promise that with God your best will emerge. If God has called you to work 












Chapter 12. Arrested at the gates  
Abstract: 
This chapter contains one-on-one interviews with two faith-based activists arrested by 
the RCMP on Burnaby Mountain for breaking a court injunction not to trespass on Kinder 
Morgan property. Both belong to a mainline protestant social gospel tradition and have 
spent the majority of their lives engaged in justice, environmental, and anti-war politics. 
The discussions explore themes of metaphor, sacrifice, reconciliation, and relationship 
(both with the human and non-human world) as they relate to questions of energy 
transition, Indigenous allyship, and direct action in opposition to the fossil fuel industry. 
Pat, a minister, and Mary, a believer from a similar tradition, identify the language and 
practice of faith as offering counter epistemologies to what they consider hegemonic 
constructions of economy and resource extraction. For them, faith invites a different set 
of metrics and values from which to evaluate human relationship to the environment and 
to one another. They also describe the ways in which they themselves are implicated in 
the Canadian extractive project as both consumers of energy industry products and as 
members of faith traditions that historically acted as agents of colonization for the 
Canadian state. In unraveling the various layers of hydrocarbons in their lives, they 
describe fossil fuels not only as having material and social power but also as spiritual 
forces.  
Being implicated in both the material and spiritual gaze of fossil capital, they 
articulate a politics of self-sacrifice as essential to their own commitments and 
understandings of faith. Specifically, Mary argues that meaningful sacrifice must also 
offer up something equally meaningful in exchange. As such, offering one’s body for 
arrest is articulated as a type of sacred act. Meanwhile, Pat offers up a parallel 
suggestion that meaningful climate politics must also offer up meaningful engagements 
with groups most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and the fossil fuel industry. 
Throughout the chapter, these reflections and others are put into conversation with 
broader questions of petroculture and how faith intersects with the environmental 
imagination. What emerges is a nuanced and critical perspective on energy 
development that forefronts ontological and epistemological distinctions as important 
sites of political and discursive struggle. In this way, each discussant outlines varied 
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pathways that faith can shape and expand the boundaries of political engagement with 
fuel and ecology. *Chapter note: the interviews were conducted separately but the 
review and analysis of each are woven together.  
12.1. Elsewhere 
With the judge overlooking from the bench, Pat recounts the final words of their personal 
statement to the court: 
At our hearings we did not call witnesses but I would call them now: saints and 
ancestors, endangered, locally eradicated, and extinct species, victims of climate 
catastrophe. And I am content that they should judge what is actually sinister; 
what behaviour is egregious; who really threatens our safety; and what actions 
are in our interest—and the interests of our children; what is truly an expression 
of contempt (Court Statement, 2018).  
Pat, a mainline protestant minister in an urban church on the BC coast and Mary, a 
believer from a mainline tradition, were part of a series of protests on the property of 
Kinder Morgan, the multinational fossil fuel corporation who at the time owned the 
proposed Trans Mountain project. Along with many others, they were arrested, charged, 
and sentenced to several days in jail for civil contempt, the count associated with 
breaking a court injunction to not step foot on Kinder Morgan property. Both Mary and 
Pat had responded to a call put out by local Indigenous nations to join them in opposition 
to the imposition of pipeline infrastructure on unceded aboriginal territory. Each in their 
forties, the two described how after much prayer and ethical consideration, their faith 
had compelled them to take a stand. Mary says: 
I thought well, I've got a bicycle lock, I've got a neck. And for a long time I'd been 
feeling, what is my role in the world? I've been kind of hibernating for 20 years, 
having children. And as my kids have got older I've kinda’ felt like, well maybe it's 
time for me to get back to just being me in the world, instead of somebody's 
mom. And so these old disturbing questions were coming back to me about what 
am I doing with my life. 
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Our conversation takes place on the 7th floor of a downtown Vancouver university 
campus. The high rise offers spectacular views of the Burrard Inlet and the North Shore 
mountains, the same watershed that Mary was arrested trying to protect. There is an 
affective disconnect in the way that she describes herself, in humble and reserved 
terms, and the actual stories that she tells of a mid-age suburban store clerk cutting 
through a chain link fence in order to disrupt the business operations of a multinational 
fossil fuel company. She says that she is not a very good talker, but this humble 
assertion too betrays the rich lexicon that she draws upon in relaying her beliefs and 
motivations. These divides, or even dissonances perhaps, find common carriage with 
the many other aspects of her life that she describes, one in which the eco-experiences 
of her community are buttressed by the comforts of middle class Canadian life and the 
postmodern mediation of space. She says: 
The closest we really get to seeing issues of environmental destruction when we 
live in Kerrisdale is that someone hasn't put their trash in the right place. Or 
maybe a cigarette butt on the sidewalk, or something like that. There always 
seems to be an elsewhere for those problems.  
In describing the life moments that led up to her arrest, Mary says that it is when her 
teen children began to ask her about climate change and the future of the planet, that 
she really began to rekindle and rediscover the more activist elements of her lifelong 
faith. In many ways, the climate crisis parallels a similar sense of reckoning in a moment 
of life transition that Mary tells, between the stark contradictions in the urgency that 
climate science suggests and the relatively slow pace of meaningful social, political, and 
economic action. As such, the “elsewhere” Mary details is materially present in the 
dominant subject of her opposition, bitumen. Only now, with the Trans Mountain 
expansion on the doorstep of the city watershed, the “elsewhere” is condensed and the 
material and social conditions of extraction are brought into sharper relief.  
As mentioned in prior chapters, Marc Dowie coined the term “environmental 
imagination” to describe the ability to conceive of ideas and solutions as they pertain to 
the environmental crisis (Maniates, 2001: 46). The concept has several parallels in 
communication studies in the theories and ideas around framing, values, agenda setting, 
and the manufacturing of consent. Media plays an important role in this process, as do 
the broader affects and economic logics of petroculture. In Maniate’s reading, the 
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environmental imagination is limited by discourses that emphasize personal 
accountability and market based solutions, making broader collective response less 
feasible, beyond the boundaries of common sense (Maniates, 2001). Timothy Morton 
makes a similar claim regarding the social horizon in his discussion of ontological U-
bends (Morton, 2014: 31). Ontological u-bend is the metaphor Morton uses to describe 
how the idea of “away” works in the western philosophical tradition (Morton, 2014). For 
those familiar with household plumbing, a u-bend (or an s-bend) is the curved porcelain 
pipe between the base of a toilet bowl and the floor. It is the technology that allows for 
waste to disappear from the physical and mental landscape, and more importantly, 
preventing its nauseous gasses from returning. “The problem of human society, wrote 
Jaques Lacan, is what to do with one’s shit,” Morton writes (Morton, 2014: 14). In this 
assessment, dominant cultural ideas around boundaries and escape are the 
philosophical equivalent of the toilet; it is the possibility of “away” (Morton, 2014: 112), 
like Mary’s “elsewhere,” that creates categories like human and not human, world and 
not world, or the city park and the city dump. He argues these dichotomies equally 
shape the propensity for human beings to act on climate. As such, Morton advocates an 
eco politics of reckoning, familiarity, and closeness, suggesting that an embrace of 
wasteful proximities could collapse distances of abstraction (aka living amidst our trash). 
If this sounds like a type of information-deficit claim, it is, though of a particular kind – a 
claim to a type of experience-deficit. It identifies the material abstractions of postmodern 
life and highlights the ways in which systems of production and procurement structure 
and inform patterns of belief and behaviour. As such, within Morton’s argument is a 
suggestion that with proximity comes the possibility of awakening to the broader edifices 
of consumption and catastrophe. Still, as climate change has annihilated the conceptual 
understanding of space, there is still very much a real politics of space that is governed 
by the lived experiences of human beings under systems of social organization. These 
tensions are not all that the idea of nearness and material “intimacy” entails (Morton, 
2014: 108).  
Importantly, Morton and others emphasize ontology in the social ordering of 
information and experience. Relevant to our conversation here, and as Kari Marie 
Norgaard notes, are the ways in which the prioritization of information is culturally 
determined (Norgaard, 2011), and this includes cultures of faith. Meanwhile, thinkers like 
Naomi Klein articulate a more political understanding of the “elsewhere” that Mary 
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alludes to, assessing the very real economic structuring of the environmental 
imagination. Klein highlights the social at the core of the ecological crisis. For her, zones 
of environmental devastation are also zones of social devastation. In Klein’s 
assessment, global economic governance and shareholder interests necessitate eco 
and social sacrifice, places and peoples who often have no meaningful say in the matter 
(Klein, 2019; Klein, 2014). Together, these ideas relate to Mary’s pilgrimage from 
suburbia to prison in two key, and interrelated, ways: The first is in how she describes 
the role of religious metaphor and experience in her understanding of what an ecological 
justice-based faith entails. Many times in the conversation she describes her increasing 
burden of privilege and the desire to use it for the environmental good. A stroke of fate 
perhaps, the serendipitous arrival of Trans Mountain into the watershed affirmed an 
already brewing desire for a more significant activist offering. The second is in 
recognizing the palatable faith narrative of eco justice itself. As such, the discursive 
transition of acceptable environmental behavior – from the more mundane market and 
personal choice horizons of her Kerrisdale neighbourhood to the defense of the sacred – 
allowed for faith to be brought from a consumer-based project to a politicized ethic of 
creation care. 
12.2. Metaphors and relationship 
Mary describes her faith journey as an act of language and metaphor. She says that her 
belief is something that is constantly unfolding. “I’m always learning my way into faith,” 
she says. Part of that learning has been observing the ways that her knowledge of the 
local geography is informed and challenged by a constellation of political interests, fossil 
economy, climate change, and reconciliation. “Something is sacrificed because it is 
loved,” she says. “And you cannot love what you do not know.” Mary describes how for 
several years she has been making an effort to more deeply familiarize herself with the 
watersheds of the Lower Mainland. For her this means not only spending time out in the 
landscape but also seeking out meaningful relationships with the original habitants of the 
region. She says: 
A lot of what we've been doing as a community has been working on coming to 
know our watershed. And forming relationships with the people in this watershed. 
And learning to care what happens to them, so it's no longer abstract…. It's 
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based on real love of a real place and real people. And that's where the rubber 
meets the road. This sacrifice is not some kind of act of lighting incense but 
actually being the one for the burning alongside the others who don't have a 
choice.  
Pat takes a similar approach in considering the entanglement of climate and 
colonization. We meet at a coffee shop in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. Pat’s 
congregation is a church-plant of sorts, an offshoot of a larger parish from one of the 
more urban suburbs of the city. Pat believes that “the” church needs to be much more 
proactive in their commitments and engagement with aboriginal peoples. And that 
means supporting their political struggles for land sovereignty. “To credibly be a 
Christian in those relationships, I think that showing up when people call on you is 
correct,” Pat says. Both Mary and Pat tell how the seed and inspiration for their act of 
civil disobedience was a call put out by Tsleil-Waututh First Nation for faith leaders to 
join the Indigenous led water protectors on Burnaby Mountain. When Indigenous elders 
then asked for allies interested in volunteering themselves for arrest, both felt compelled 
to step forward. “A whole lot of action in the Bible takes place in jail” Pat says, reflecting 
upon the social and political life of Christ. For Pat, the central message of Christianity is 
relationship. In this articulation, Jesus is the ultimate restorer, reconciling humankind 
with God. But for Pat the teaching and importance of this ideal does not end there. The 
metaphor and meaning of relationship spans far and beyond what Pat considers more 
simplistic notions of the individual and the supernatural. In the same way that humans 
are in relationship with God, they are also in relationship with one another and with the 
natural world. As such, the same message of redemption between human and God, 
applies also to human and human, and human and the environment. Pat says: 
There's a whole lot of teaching about land, about sort of rest and return of land, 
about care of creatures, about just treatment of workers…. I think that there's a 
whole lot of teaching about non-exploitation, about just relationships, about  
care, responsibility, creature-liness that pertain to fossil fuels.  
In terms of metaphor, the structuring elements of oil extraction offer various ways to 
connect petroculture and teachings of faith. For both believers, the language of scripture 
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and the metaphorical interplay of Christ as both the literal and figurative word of God32 
expands sacred materiality beyond the walls of church. In particular, for Mary, this 
connection manifests in the two metaphors that underwrite much of her thinking about 
her faith and fossil fuels: sacrifice and sacrament. These, she says, are embodied not 
only in the historical sacraments of her tradition (baptism and communion) but also in the 
mystery and enchantment of the biosphere and the workings of God’s creation. Mary 
adds: 
My experience of the world was shaped very early by the language of metaphor, 
which I picked up in the church. And I tend to come at everything very laterally, in 
my life. There’s an element of living the life of a symbol, embodying some kind of 
dreamer reality.… And so the parts of my life that are most meaningful to me, are 
the ones in which I feel I am living the metaphors that spoke most to me. And of 
course those metaphors are largely religious ones. 
Mary’s articulation of sacrifice is tied to a sacred notion of value. The materiality of the 
petroculture that surrounds her, be it a mundane object of petrochemical origin or a 
rooted plant in the biosphere, offers thoughtful impressions of the layering of 
hydrocarbons in the world. For example, Mary describes the tools needed for their action 
as “liturgical” supplies. In doing so she draws equivalence between the chains, locks, 
and wire cutters necessary to trespass on Kinder Morgan property and the robes, bibles, 
and hymnals needed for church service on any given Sunday. The same hallowed 
naming is also offered to the natural objects they attached themselves to, in what Mary 
details as an expression of politics, language, and metaphor. “The chain is a way of 
being in solidarity,” she says, with the landscape and with all the creatures bulldozed to 
make way for the bitumen pipeline: 
So for me, all of that is about being a living metaphor. All of our action is about 
demonstrating where our hope is and where we really belong. There's a lot of 
freedom, I felt, in being subject to the ideas from the court about who we are. The 
ideas from Trans Mountain about who we are. And the ideas from the public 
about who we are. The ideas about the jail wardens about who we are.  
                                                
32 “In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was God” – The Holy Bible, 1978: John 1:1.  
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Entering the legal system also offered a unique set of contrasts in the way that 
communication and communication history intersect through dominant institutions and 
discourse. As communication scholars note, the transition from the oral to the literary, 
translates into broader social forms that privilege the written over the spoken, reason 
over emotion, and science over religion, among other dichotomies (Poe, 2010; 
Havelock, 2009; Ong, 2009). It also offers an example of the ontologies of oil that both 
Mary and Pat describe versus the spiritual authority they argue should govern in the 
Trans Mountain conflict. Harkening back to Pat’s statement to the court, “I would call 
them now: saints and ancestors endangered, locally eradicated, and extinct species, 
victims of climate catastrophe” (Court Statement, 2018), Mary says:  
The whole court system usually reinforces the disparity in viewpoints. We would 
often feel that we were speaking to the court in one language and they were 
speaking back to us in another language. And we'd just be completely missing 
each other. Because we didn't accept each other's understandings of what was 
going on…. And putting your body on the line physically, in court and in jail is a 
kind of a lived metaphor for belonging and seeing where our allegiances lie.  
As a religious metaphor, this clash of communicative worlds so-to-speak is central to 
Mary’s understanding of her experience. Specifically, the differing languages she 
describes, one of the Canadian state and the other of a justice-informed religiosity, are 
uniquely constituted in the forms of communication itself and the counter epistemologies 
they express. More than just sounds and syllables, oral testimony and the written legal 
record, the communicative context of each language carries and constitutes the powers 
they embody: Trans Mountain pipeline on one side, and spirit, broadly defined, on the 
other.  
12.3. Plastic bag miracles 
For both Mary and Pat, fossil fuels and fossil fuel corporations are uniquely spiritual. Not 
only do they power and move our world, they constitute the horizon of our future and 
structure the relations of our present. As such, under current conditions, they constitute 
not an affirmation of God, but rather a challenge. Pat says:  
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I think that faith and spirituality kind of take a back seat in terms of power as 
compared to economics and commerce. I think that it is sort of underestimated in 
the public sphere…. I think that kind of the priorities of corporations and nation 
states don't consider faith and spirituality except where it's exploitable. 
This idea of spiritual contestation is an important frame to how they consider faith in 
relation to Canada’s extractive industry. Pat, who also spent time in the United States at 
the Standing Rock protests in opposition to the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), 
describes having never before seen activist politics so wedded to prayer and spiritual 
mediation. On the relationship between faith, justice, and power, Pat says: 
I think that in a sort of practical and spiritual terms, I personally and my culture 
are in servitude to it. I think that the way that fossil fuels are pervasive in all the 
things that we do and all of the ways that we think about getting from place to 
place are pretty inescapable. I think if we jump back to questions of faith … they 
operate as a religion, as a faith.  
For Pat, the gospel of fuel ontologically orders the world. Hydrocarbons, and the 
corporate powers behind them, produce logics and meanings that percolate throughout 
the social imaginary. As a system of belief, Pat argues that the ontology of oil frames the 
discussion around extraction in ways that make it difficult to see beyond them, though 
not impossible. Importantly, Pat holds out the possibility that more expansive 
articulations of faith can create social and political openings strong enough to challenge 
the logic of extraction. “I think it steps out of sort of polarized possibilities where it's either 
protestors or pipelines that prayer and spiritual practice are something really different” 
Pat says, reflecting on how they have seen faith transform how the political is imagined. 
Mary makes a similar claim when she describes the way in which fossil fuels order even 
the most mundane aspects of life. She sees a world ordered by energy in such a way 
that visibility beyond them is opaque and obfuscated by the layering of hydrocarbons in 
our lives. She says: 
It's got its hands in our guts, really. I am part of it. I feel like the fossil fuel industry 
owns me. And I don't mean that completely but I feel like I'm in its clutches. And 
I'm not entirely sorry to be in its clutches, because of the luxuries that it 
represents to our culture generally and to me personally. Being warm in winter. 
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Even something as basic as I'm on zero waste discussion lists about how do you 
keep your bread, if it's not in a plastic bag? Like what do you do? Honestly, I 
cannot find anything better than a plastic bag for keeping bread fresh for a couple 
of days. And it means that it's a kind of a peculiar relationship to have. That I feel 
so constrained by this polluting, controlling, politically manipulative industry, and 
at the same time I rely heavily on it. Even to the point where I think, this plastic 
bag is a miracle. And I'm going to wash it 17 times and reuse it again and again 
and again. So in some ways, I kind of resist it by valuing it more. 
An important element that each of them bring to the conversation is a vigorous critique of 
normative eco politics. In particular, Pat is suspicious of personal change narratives that 
displace structural accounting of how things like plastics, fuels, and ecological waste 
arrive at our personal doorsteps. Likewise, Mary suggests that contemporary eco-
consciousness only scratches the surface of the types of interventions necessary to 
stem catastrophic climate change. She says: 
We need to live more deeply into the lives of those who have no choice about 
what they see. So an environmental issue is an Indigenous issue, is a poverty 
issue, is a health issue, is a food issue, is a public safety issue. All those things 
people are so insulated from, if they have the means to be insulated. 
For both Mary and Pat the logic of oil – in the hasty traversing from one project to the 
next – makes it difficult to find the stillness necessary to comprehend converging sets of 
crisis. Accordingly, the urgency that extraction imposes upon lived understandings of 
place and time requires a physical response to the reordering of life around the needs of 
industry. Mary states: 
To stand in opposition to the fossil fuel industry is to say that there is a reality 
beyond what industry can see. And it's in the soil and it's in the water and it's in 
the air. All of the created order is an embodiment of holiness. And that is 
something you cannot see when you commoditize the world. So that's the sense 
in which I see it as a spiritual battle. 
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12.4. Religious environmental rhetoric: oil and sin 
For Mary, the unique power of fossil fuels is that they transcend time in a way that acts 
against more important ecological and spiritual accounting. And in being so integrated 
into modern life, they become inseparable, limiting the possibilities of other 
considerations. In this way, they are fused to our understandings of life and therefore 
creation itself. “The fossil fuel industry is sort of a metaphor for sin,” Mary says. “I love 
this sin. I don't want to give this sin up. I live it, I'm part of it.” Sin of course is central to 
most Christian stories of creation wherein God expels Adam and Eve from the Garden of 
Eden because of their transgressions. In this metaphor, oil, like the sin of the Bible, 
infinitely separates (alienates) humanity from intact relationship with the non-human 
world. And also like the biblical creation myth, overcoming oil is central to this story of 
ecological redemption. “Corporations and industries are also spiritual forces,” Pat says. 
“Something different is unleashed when we tap into the spiritual in those engagements.” 
The rhetorics and metaphors they use to describe their relation to the Trans 
Mountain Pipeline have a long history in environmental thinking. Scholars like Carolyn 
Merchant (1980) and William Leiss (1972) have argued how Christian stories of origin 
and faith were conscripted into the broader discourses of the scientific revolution and 
emergent capitalism in the 17th Century to shape a new sensibility to the non-human 
world (Merchant, 1990; Leiss, 1972). Importantly, a reconstructed mechanical worldview 
from an organic ideal, one rooted in post-Reformation European Christian dualisms of 
the body and soul, the sacred and the profane, led to the development of a novel 
comprehension of nature that could be infinitely disposed of. The emergent scientific 
world also carried with it an updated understanding of the divine – one that revealed 
nature as a geography of conquest, and natural resources as a manifestation of God’s 
blessing and intention, a licence not only to exploit nature but to exploit other human 
beings (Moore, 2017; Vogel, 1996; Merchant, 1990). In the 20th century, the titans of 
petrol development, people like Howard Pew and J.D Rockefeller, held fervent 
protestant views that in extracting oil they were doing God’s work, locating spiritual 
providence in the exploits of a fossil-fuelled modernity and the perceived betterment of 
humanity through technology, innovation, and Christian infused ideas of progress 
(Marshall, 2020; Dochuk, 2019; Turner, 2017; Yergin, 2008). Also from this now 
dominant view of the natural world in the western context came secular articulations of 
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the sacred and profane. Today, there exists a ubiquitous language of ecological 
damnation, salvation, and redemption in varied environmentalist rhetorics. This is 
perhaps most succinctly described in what Slavoj Zizek refers to in the film Examined 
Life (2008) as “a secular version of the religious story of the Fall” (Taylor, 2008): humans 
have fouled the non-human world; the resulting alienation can be overcome through acts 
of ecological contrition. We can also think of some of the apocalyptic narratives of 
Extinction Rebellion or Friday’s for the Future, as existing within a much larger 
continuum of ecological end times thinking. This is not to say that the claims of a 
doomed future ecology are unfounded, but rather the ontological and eschatological 
elements of contemporary eco discourses have a much longer history. As such, the 
spiritual work of climate change, as thinkers like Mike Hulme remind us (2009), are 
neither surprising, nor necessarily unwelcome in particular contexts. In so much that 
faith structures certain worldviews, the generative possibilities of faith, or faith as a 
motivating principle, is uniquely evidenced in both pro and anti-fossil fuel discourses in 
Canada.  
In this particular case, in Pat and Mary’s articulations, fossil fuels carry with them 
competitive ontologies in opposition to their understanding of God’s intention. As such, it 
is important for them that interventions disrupt and slow down the equations and 
computations of extraction. Pipelines traverse the spiritual boundaries of where the veil 
between heaven and earth is most thin, acting as spiritual forces in and of themselves. 
For them, to put one’s body in between this temporal flow of fuel and faith is to insert 
oneself into a much broader and expansive horizon – the hope that what is unleashed 
on earth will also be unleashed in the spiritual realm. Mary says: 
We said many times going into it, this is not just a legal battle. And this is not just 
a political battle. This is a spiritual battle and I think a lot of what we were trying 
to do with the court part of the action was to demonstrate to the colonial court 
system that theirs is not the only way of understanding what's going on here. 
12.5. Conclusion 
What defines both Pat and Mary’s faith is a commitment to reflexivity and openness to 
understandings beyond the figurative bindings of institutionalized belief. They are not 
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fundamentalists nor do they describe their faith in terms of personal salvation narratives 
or the redemptive work of Christ in their lives. This is not to say that these things are not 
important elements of their faith experience, but rather that as a point of emphasis these 
are not the signposts or markers they see as the ultimate testament of their commitment 
to belief. Theirs is a works-based faith demonstrated in what they describe as political 
allegiance with Indigenous water protectors and those most impacted by climate change 
and fossil fuel infrastructure. Each is committed to the social gospel in ways that 
incorporate decolonized perspectives of land and economy. They value relationship with 
people and with the non-human, seeing the earth from a more Gaia-esq perspective 
than many of the others in this study. More so than perhaps any of those interviewed, 
they forefront recognitions of petroculture in ways that disarm some of the contradictions 
about how fossil fuels direct and guide their social and cultural existence, as well as the 
capacity to resist. They also demonstrate in their admissions just how embedded fossil 
fuels are in the landscapes of spiritual engagement and the varied paths such 
realizations can take. Whereas with some of the other believers in this research, fossil 
fuels constitute the apex of God’s providence, destiny, and care, for Mary and Pat, 
hydrocarbons constitute a counter spiritual power to God’s intention for relationship and 
reconciliation. From this perspective, as much as fossil fuels tie the contemporary world 
together they also bind the hands and forces of justice and peace. In this way, fossil 
fuels offer up a novel metaphor for the social relations of this expression of spiritually 
reality – as sin. 
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Chapter 13. Final considerations  
Abstract: 
This section highlights the primary research contributions of the thesis. To do so, it offers 
four selective reflections that cover key aspects of the project. The first reflection is an 
assessment of the thesis’s contribution to understandings of information deficit and 
environmental behaviour change. Using the example of a recent eco-celebrity social 
media post, the reflection explores a fundamental claim about media that underwrites 
perspectives on the power of awareness to direct and change individual minds. By 
highlighting the distinction between knowledge and belief, it draws attention to the 
personal faith perspectives on fossil fuels and climate change in the thesis and reveals 
some of the limitations of ongoing linear approaches to environmental messaging. It 
suggests that faith – because of its unique ability to construct highly insulated 
worldviews both for and against eco action – may not hold out the generative pro-climate 
possibilities that some scholars and activists propose.  
The second reflection begins with a reading of a National Post news story about 
an evangelical pastor who helped fight the 2016 Fort McMurray wildfire. This article 
serves two points: 1) as an example of the narrative articulations of protestant petrol 
subjectivity identified in the English language legacy media reviewed in the study; and 2) 
to reassert the claim that within contemporary expressions of Canadian petronationalism 
there are also currents of Christian nationalism. Additionally, it argues these views are 
not only embodied in the news samples of the study but also within the broader Christian 
subtexts of Canadian petroculture.  
The third reflection summarizes the major interview and focus-group themes, and 
restates the research gap the thesis identifies. In particular, the section offers a tri-part 
schema that maps three dominant perspectives that come out of the conversations: 1) a 
social gospel climate justice orientation that is critical of fossil fuel industries; 2) a 
Christian nationalist and far-right expression of fuel that links hydrocarbons to progress, 
liberty, Western supremacy, and God’s providence; 3) a climate reflexive/anxious gospel 
that is concerned about climate change, but tentative about how, and for what reasons, 
fossil fuels are implicated. Importantly, these assessments are not reflective of the 
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totality of the opinions expressed by the participants, but rather describe key moments of 
discursive continuity amongst and between the individuals and the groups interviewed. 
There is also an important discussion of whiteness and fossil fuels, which is identified as 
an important consideration for future research.  
The fourth and final reflection accounts for the missing voices in the project and 
reviews the overall thesis design. The section highlights two interviews that did not make 
it into the final work and acknowledges the importance of these voices in providing 
context, texture, and direction to the project. The section concludes by identifying the 
limitations of the thesis research and points to areas of future study.  
13.1. Communications challenge 
On Sept 25, 2020, world-renowned naturalist and documentary television persona David 
Attenborough set a new Guinness world record. In 4 hours and 44 minutes his freshly 
launched Instagram account became the fastest Instagram page ever to reach one 
million followers. In doing this he beat the previous record set by TV and Hollywood film 
star, Jennifer Aniston, by over half an hour (BBC, 2020). His debut record-breaking first 
post said:  
David Attenborough has spent a lifetime travelling, exploring the wild places of 
our planet and documenting the living world in all its variety and wonder. He’s 
also witnessed the damage caused. Saving our planet is now a communications 
challenge. We know what to do, we just need the will (BBC, 2020). 
What is intriguing about the post is the layered confluence and contradictions of 
petroculture and environmental communications it displays, enmeshed within the 
broader affective metrics of communicative capital (aka the hype of a million followers). 
With his first post, one of the world’s most recognizable and influential environmental 
communicators defines the ecological crisis as a communication problem. But what does 
he mean by “communications challenge”? How does this relate to knowledge and belief, 
or what he calls “the will”? What, if anything, can petroculture teach us about the 
possibility of this urgent communicative moment? There are no easy answers to any of 
these questions. Our world is a dialectical enmeshment of interconnected economies, 
cultures, values, and social expectations, fuelled by the vast deposits of stored carbon 
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energy beneath the ground, buried in mountainsides, and resting beneath the ocean 
floor. The conversations explored in this study, however, do offer some insight into 
Attenborough’s record-breaking Instagram account.  
What is the nature of belief as it relates to fossil fuels and climate change? On 
this particular thought, we explored varied expressions of protestant Christian faith in 
Western Canada. And what emerges from these conversations is perhaps a very simple 
point, one that Attenborough alludes to, and Jonathan Safran Foer says explicitly, when 
it comes to the ecological crisis: belief is what wills knowledge into action (Foer, 2019). 
This begs yet one more question: what is the character of the knowledge being willed? 
Or said differently, what ideas gain the requisite cultural salience so as to be 
transformed from potential to kinetic social energies? 
Media is certainly part of how one might go about addressing this query. The 
English language mainstream Canadian legacy media analysis within this thesis offers 
some novel insights on this topic. What it reveals is that, in contrast to the vast array of 
opinions we find in focus groups and individual conversations, Canadians are offered a 
fairly narrow set of perspectives on faith and fossil fuels when it comes to print media. 
Some of this is certainly credited to the unique qualities of faith in Canadian political and 
public discourse. The particulars of Canada’s national history and the relevant absence 
of civil religion means that Canadian culture tends to shy away from, and electorally 
punish, what is perceived as excessive expressions of faith on an array of matters. As 
such, what we see in Postmedia for example, a media corporation known for pro-
extraction views, are more subtle articulations of conservative Christian faith as part of a 
broader fossil-fuelled national prosperity and resource extraction identity. When counter 
narratives do appear in the same pages they are affectively limited in comparison to their 
counterparts, most often relegated to news and event-driven protest happenstance, 
placed beyond the boundaries of normative fossil fuel subjects – this despite an 
emergent fertile terrain of faith-based resistance to fossil fuels across myriad Christian 
faith denominations (Lam, 2020; Francis, 2015; Callison, 2014). 
In Canadian political, cultural, and economic arenas politicians, CEO’s, 
businesses, and public figures are compelled to speak in the language of carbon 
counting and climate awareness. In the spiritual arena too, the moral and ontological 
claims of belief have also invited consideration. The conversations within this thesis 
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travel some of these interconnected and contested pathways of faith, fuel, and eco 
crisis. Some interviewees adamantly attested that it is God’s heart to heal the planet, a 
Christian duty to stand with Indigenous water protectors, and to be on the side of the 
people in the global south who are, and will be, disproportionately impacted by climate 
chaos. Others expressed the exact opposite: addressing climate change and limiting 
fossil fuels will hurt the poor the worst and will starve the needy of their God given right 
to what those in the wealthiest corners of the earth have had for over a century. This 
latter expression is also formulated according to a broader narrative arc that positions 
belief in anthropogenic climate change as a tenet of secular humanist values, and 
therefore something to be approached with a hearty dose of skepticism.  
The nature of truth is also an important part of many of these positions, but even 
more predominant is the nature of care. What does it mean to care? Who deserves 
care? And how do fossil fuels enable “us” to do that? These ideas are linked to larger 
political projects and discourses in Canada. In particular, those who expressed anti-
science perspectives or the larger eschatological aims of God’s plan most often also 
expressed conservative political opinions and Christian nationalist ideas. Meanwhile, 
those who expressed a social gospel approach to climate change and reflexive relations 
to scripture most often displayed progressive political leanings. Entangled within all of 
this is a fuel and care constellation that on the progressive side, goes from ignorance to 
enlightenment and therefore a need to act; and on the more conservative side, from 
appreciation to defense, embodied in the idea that while we now know that these fuels 
can cause harm this is greatly overshadowed by the good they bring to humanity. Such 
are the extremes of the continuum. Most evidently perhaps, is how beliefs about fossil 
fuels are directly tied to faith perspectives on how individual’s care for one another, and 
what forms of care matter. For social gospel believers, care is revealed in opposition to 
further fossil fuel dependency. For those on the dispensational side of the spectrum, 
care is shown in opposing opponents. 
13.2. A tale of two fires 
For a few smoky days in the spring of 2016, Pastor Lucas Welsh was the human face of 
Fort McMurray, the northern Albertan town at the heart of Canada’s bitumen industry 
and the nation’s leading source of growing greenhouse gas emissions. The national 
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public broadcaster, the CBC, featured Welsh’s story about fighting the blaze that nearly 
razed the entire town, burning up more than 2000 buildings in the span of a few days. 
Reflecting on the fire, Welsh said: "In the moment, I didn't see God, I didn't feel God…. 
My faith was in me. But looking back, it is also what carried me" (Warnica, 2016). By the 
time the National Post picked up the story (O’Connor, 2016), Welsh’s notoriety was 
already established in evangelical circles. Most significantly, the Billy Graham 
Foundation flagship publication, Decision Magazine (BGEA, 2016), a leading faith 
publication in the American evangelical world, featured Welsh in a story about the blaze. 
What was unique to Welsh’s experience is that in addition to being a firefighter for 
Suncor (one of the largest oil sands producers in Canada), he was also a part-time 
pastor at a local evangelical church. The novelty of his faith paired with the tragedy of 
the fire served up an opportunity to tell a different type of story about the blaze, and 
about oil. It also served as an opening to proselytize to the local population. In the 
aftermath, Welsh’s church hosted more than 50 volunteers from the American Christian 
organization, Samaritan’s Purse, (headed by leading American evangelical Franklin 
Graham), to help with clean up and to provide counseling and spiritual care for those 
returning home (Samaritan’s Purse, 2016; Warnica, 2016). The Decision magazine 
feature writes: 
Lucas Welsh, a pastor at Fort City Church—which hosted the Rapid Response 
Team chaplains during their entire two-month deployment in Fort McMurray—
believes the chaplains filled a significant gap in the response to the wildfire. ‘You 
have to take care of people’s physical, emotional, and spiritual health,’ Lucas 
said. ‘If any of those are ignored, there’s a problem. The chaplains are giving 
people spiritual direction’ (BGEA, 2016). 
Among other things, the article highlights how the fire created windows for Christian 
connection. The magazine documents some of the conversations that the 50-member 
missionary team had with local residents. One such encounter is described as such:  
They had gone to follow up with a couple after Samaritan’s Purse volunteers had 
moved their fridge out of the house for pickup, but found no one home. A 
neighbor happened to be outside his house, so they engaged him in 
conversation. After a short discussion, he was willing to accept one of the Billy 
Graham Evangelistic Association’s Steps to Peace with God pamphlets. Then he 
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brought his wife out to speak with Cherie and Gina, her chaplain partner. What 
ensued was an intense two-hour discussion with the man’s wife, who was clearly 
struggling with all that Fort McMurray was enduring. ‘It was such a long and 
difficult conversation, but I felt convicted to keep going,’ Cherie said. ‘The Lord 
used and stretched us and made a way for us to hang in there.’ Their 
perseverance was rewarded when the woman invited Gina to walk her 
through Steps to Peace with God (BGEA, 2016). 
Interestingly, Decision is the same magazine that 54 years prior published a feature by 
then fundamentalist Alberta premier Ernest Manning celebrating the link between God’s 
providence and the newly invigorated Athabasca oil sands project (Dochuk, 2019). Over 
half a century after, and in the thick of smoldering ash, both the foundation and salvation 
of the industry are once again articulated through the heroic strengths of a personally 
defined faith on the resource frontier. Important for our discussion here is the way in 
which belief is articulated in these renditions through a normative, faith-based, extractive 
subjectivity. In this narration, Welsh is the character of one of those “old stock” (Gollom, 
2015) Canadian archetypes that former PM Stephen Harper once invoked on the 2015 
election trail in his failed bid for a return to government. As such, the appeal of Welsh’s 
story is in his embodiment of a broader national narrative of extraction linked to Harper’s 
energy superpower articulations. In the story titled “How could God let this happen? How 
the Fort McMurray wildfire tested a firefighting-preacher’s faith,” Joe O’Connor for the 
National Post writes:  
People are hurting. People keep asking why. And it is in their pain that Welsh has 
found a purpose. He can’t build a house. But he is a good listener, and he can 
talk about God and tell the story of how even a pastor suffers through incredibly 
dark times, where the things he believes in most are impossible to see 
(O’Connor, 2016). 
The article describes Welsh as a CFL loving, bible-believing, oil-industry family man, and 
reluctant hero of sorts, who nevertheless continues to struggle with the ontological 
implications of the fire. The National Post article also describes how attendance has 
more than doubled at Welsh’s church, a social side effect of the mass-experience of 
material loss. In this contrast, the destruction of the flames and the Sunday service boost 
in Fort Mac offers an intriguing parallel to Mike Hulme’s observation about the spiritual 
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work of climate change. For Hulme climate change necessarily invites ontological 
recognitions (Hulme, 2009). And it is in these reflexive reckonings, he writes, that the 
potential seeds of alternative social, political, and ecological arrangements can be found. 
While certainly the National Post account of the fire, and Welsh’s own struggle to find 
God within it, are centered on holy encounter (or perhaps better described as dis-
encounter), the social and political orientation of the post-fire spiritual work only goes so 
far. For Welsh and his band of evangelical believers, the fire has meaning in that it 
serves as an example of the trials of faith, not of climate change. O’Connor writes: 
‘I couldn’t understand how God could let something like this happen,’ Welsh 
says. ‘How could I tell the other guys, fighting that fire alongside me, that there 
was such a God who would let these things happen?’ Asking God to answer for 
the inexplicable is not uncommon among those in crisis. The death of a child, the 
loss of a spouse, even the loss of a job can make the believer — and the non-
believer alike — curse the Heavens and ask the question that gnaws away at 
their insides but often lacks an obvious Earthly answer: why? Even Pope Francis 
has admitted to suffering crises of faith at various points in his life, including as 
Pope. Francis says that a Christian who hasn’t gone through periods of spiritual 
crisis ‘is missing something’ (O’Connor, 2016). 
For Hulme, the generative possibility of climate change is held out in the potentiality of a 
differentiated social response, a spiritual shock doctrine of sorts, born amidst climate 
catastrophe. As far as the interviews and articles reviewed in this research about the fire 
suggest, however, climate change and climate disasters are not always articulated as 
such. For example, in many of the Fort McMurray discussions, rather than acting as a 
warning about humankind’s relationship to fuel and economy, heavenly or not, the fire 
served as yet another adversary placed in the way of God’s intention, either in the 
personal lives of believers impacted by the fire, or in the financial bottom line of the 
industry itself. Whether it’s former Alberta Premier Rachel Notley, Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau, Greenpeace, David Suzuki, Desmond Tutu, Jane Fonda, Pope Francis, 
Dogwood Initiative, or Leadnow.ca, or the “Beast” as the fire is sometimes referred, each 
attack is just another adversary in a long list of opponents that God has equipped his 
soldiers of faith in the oil sands to overcome. In this way, the ontological work of climate 
change as Hulme describes it is no match for the broader discourses, ideologies, and 
counter ontologies that these expressions of faith in the oil patch affirm.  
266 
13.3. Knowledge gap and focus group/interview review:  
This section reviews the knowledge gap the thesis identifies within contemporary 
understandings of faith, environmental communication, and petroculture. It also offers a 
tri-part schema outlining three dominant subjectivities that emerge from the focus group 
conversations and from the one-on-one interviews, including speculative observations 
on the ideological constellation of oil, faith, and white identity.  
13.3.1. Knowledge gap 
To date, few scholars have explored the relationship between faith and fossil fuels. 
Those that have, in particular Dochuk (2019) and Yergin (2008), often focus on the 
American political context and the intellectual histories of major players like Howard 
Pew, Lyman Stewart, and J.D. Rockefeller (Dochuk, 2019; Yergin, 2008). While these 
individuals and the corporations they founded profoundly shaped the petrol-infused 20th 
Century, less attention has been paid to the lived experience of rank-and-file believers in 
and outside of industry. In particular, there is little scholarship that explores the 
discursive position that oil and extraction take in contemporary articulations of Canadian 
Christian faith, especially on the right. An exception to this is K.L. Marshall’s (2020) work 
on the Alaska Pipeline. While Marshall does not focus on Canada, she nevertheless 
offers an intriguing roadmap in terms of linking expressions of working class grievance 
and livelihood to right-wing populism and common sense understandings of evangelical 
and conservative Christian faith.  
Marshall describes how oil is central to narrative constellations of eschatology 
and providence in the northern oil producing American state of Alaska. She identifies 
how fossil fuels are connected to a politics of Christian dispensationalist thinking through 
understandings of dominion, providence, and Armageddon (manifest in prophetic claims 
about the Middle East, oil, and the end of the world). This work identifies many of 
Marshall’s observations in the Canadian context. It offers a window into several future 
social, cultural, and political research directions. It also explores and adds texture and 
nuance to the ways in which religion is addressed within environmental communication 
scholarship. As such, this thesis moves beyond instrumental approaches – aka how can 
religion be activated to win the climate change fight as well as how to ‘reach’ 
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evangelicals – and has instead sought to understand the ways in which hydrocarbons 
activate, shape, and fuel articulations of faith in Canada. In this way, the research 
explores not only how differing traditions understand fossil fuels, or offer spiritual 
readings of things like coal, oil, and gas, but also how fuel is constituted within faith itself. 
In particular, the thesis suggests that on the right, fuel is most often articulated through 
understandings of progress, care, identity, and eschatology; and on the left, through 
impressions of justice, relationality,33 reconciliation, and a counter politics of care.  
It is important to note that many mainline protestant denominations and groups, 
including the Anglican Church and the United Church, as well as the Catholic Church 
through the publications and statements of the Pope (Laudato Si’ for example), have 
staked strong ethical and moral positions regarding energy transition and the need to 
move beyond fossil fuels. They have also offered reflections on the way that petro-
relations order the world in ways they consider to be socially, politically, economically, 
environmentally, and spiritually damaging. Perhaps the best example of this is KAIROS, 
a Canadian civil society NGO representing eleven faith organizations, including the 
Religious Society of Friends (Quakers), the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
the Anglican Church, the United Church, and the Mennonite Central Committee of 
Canada. In 2008 they released a report calling for the end of the Athabasca oil sands. 
Titled “Christian Faith and the Canadian Tar Sands,” the report states:   
There is a growing realization that the ideology of eternal progress and ever-
growing affluence is nearing bankruptcy. Fossil fuels have provided (some parts 
of) the human species with a gigantic life subsidy and we are only now realizing 
that the ecological debt accrued may not have been worth it. Can Christians, 
drawing on our rich counter-cultural traditions, be the leaders in challenging this 
mainstream narrative? (Kairos, 2008: 13). 
 
The KAIROS report goes on to state: “An alternative energy option, based on radical 
conservation and renewable energy, is possible” (Kairos, 2008: 15). Such proclamations 
offer an important context when considering perspectives from non-mainline traditions. 
In particular, no such official position has been taken by Canada’s leading evangelical 
organization, the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada, nor the Pentecostal Assemblies of 
                                                
33 These relational understandings were often expressed in the context of decolonized perspectives on fossil fuels. 
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Canada; together, these two groups represent millions of Canadian evangelicals, 
Pentecostals, and conservative believers. In the United States, while much has been 
made of the generative possibility of evangelical pro climate change action organizations 
like the Evangelical Climate Initiative or the Lausanne Congresses Cape Town 
Commitment (Jenkins et al., 2018; Hayhoe, 2018; Sheldon & Oreskes, 2017; Callison, 
2014), there are also influential evangelical groups like the Cornwall Alliance which take 
the exact opposite position on climate change and the environment (Jenkins et al., 
2018). Additionally, one must also consider the overwhelming evangelical political 
support for president 45, an avid climate change denier who as a first order of business 
made fast-tracking keystone XL, and pulling out of the Paris Agreement, governing 
priorities. I mention these examples to observe a general distinction: in Canada, mainline 
protestant and politically progressive oriented denominations are often vocal and open 
about their belief in climate change and the role that faith can play in addressing it; these 
positions also explicitly discuss fossil fuels. On the conservative side of the spectrum, 
the lens is much more opaque. Where official evangelical statements do exist, they 
make appeals to stewardship, care, and sustainability with little mention of fossil fuels, 
environmental justice, or political power (Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada, 2010; 
Evangelical Fellowship of Canada, 2007). For example, God’s Earthkeepers, the 
Evangelical Fellowship of Canada’s official statement on the environment, does not 
mention climate change or fossil fuels a single time (Evangelical Fellowship of Canada, 
2007). Likewise, the Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada does not have an environmental 
statement other than a brief mention of stewardship in their 2010 position paper on the 
source of spiritual authority (PAOC, 2010). This speaks to what Jenkins et al describe as 
an “internal conflict over climate change” within North American evangelicalism 
regarding the political implications of global warming (Jenkins et al., 2018: 91). On this 
conflict – and the character of North American evangelicalism more generally – there is 
one more important thing to consider.  
13.3.2. Whiteness  
It is difficult to read many of the interviews in this study without observing a set of 
equivalences between Christian conservatism, Western Chauvinism, Christian 
Nationalism, and at times, underlying appearances of white supremacy. Expressed 
solely by participants on the conservative side of the faith spectrum, such views 
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articulate how Christianity is under attack by secular humanist forces, including 
environmentalists, Muslims, and LGBTQ advocates, and that fossil fuel extraction is a 
key battleground in the fight for a Christian Canada. As a demographic, white 
evangelicals have been consistently identified as the least receptive cohort on the 
science of climate change (Warner, 2020; Climatecommunication.yale.edu, 2015). They 
are also a key MAGA demographic in the United States, which also has roots north of 
the 49th parallel (Smith, 2021; Al Jazeera, 2020; Gillis, 2015). And indeed, many of those 
who participated in this research expressed alignments with the social conservative wing 
of the federal Conservative Party of Canada as well as the People’s Party of Canada, 
each which have struggled to address Trumpism and MAGA within their ranks (Smith, 
2021; Geddes & Markusoff, 2019; Ling, 2019; Brean, Hauen, & Smith, 2017). Recent 
reports have also suggested that pro-MAGA QAnon believers have made inroads within 
Canadian conservative and white nationalist movements, and even some Canadian 
evangelical churches (Remski, 2020; Dryden, 2020; McIntosh, 2020; Argentino, 2020).  
As Andreas Malm alludes in his forthcoming book White Skin, Black Fuel: on the 
danger of fossil fascism (2021), the link between oil and white supremacy in the West is 
a palatable political formulation (Malm & The Zetkin Collective, 2021). And when we look 
at far-right political events in Canada like the Yellow Vest inspired 2019 United We Roll 
Convoy, a protest that mixed anti-UN, anti-immigrant, and QAnon conspiracy with pro-oil 
and gas advocacy, we also see the underlying narrative of white identity (Wright, 2019; 
Khandaker, 2019; Geddes & Markusoff, 2019; Corbella, 2019). While this thesis did not 
set out to explore this subtext (or perhaps even pretext), whiteness openly revealed itself 
in numerous conservative Christian contexts. These expressions are particularly evident 
in claims to normative understandings of Canada as Christian nation and how fossil fuels 
are perceived to have blessed it. While I have no doubt every interviewee would 
vehemently deny any racial pretence to their beliefs, many nevertheless expressed 
worldviews that speak to the broader social ordering of whiteness in Canadian society. 
Perhaps there is no greater example of this in public life than when former Conservative 
Party of Canada’s leader Andrew Scheer shared space at a protest in Ottawa with Faith 
Goldy, a well-known Canadian white nationalist and advocate of the erroneous theory of 
an orchestrated genocide against white people, known as the “white genocide” (Wright, 
2019; Khandaker, 2019; Brean et al., 2017). 
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What is perhaps most intriguing about Scheer’s presence at events like these, and 
conservative Canadian alignments more generally, is the way in which unquestioned 
support for the oil and gas industry is articulated as a core, small “c”, conservative belief 
in many of the conservations in this study. This becomes discursively important when we 
consider the interplay between conservative politics and conservative faith. As religious 
scholars like Bean, Malloy, Reimer, and Sikkink have noted, one of the unique elements 
of American evangelical faith is the way in which political Republicanism – and the core 
platforms of free speech, pro-life, and the right to bare arms – is articulated as an 
expression of legitimate Christianity. In these articulations, to be a ‘true’ Christian in 
America is to be Republican (Reimer & Sikkink, 2020; Bean, 2014a; Bean, 2014b; 
Malloy, 2009). And while scholars debate the existence and political relevance of such 
civil religion in Canada (Rayside et al., 2017; Young, 2009), what many participants in 
this study expressed is just that: a religious conservatism that equated Conservative and 
People’s Party politics – and the policies they champion, including an expanded oil and 
gas industry – as signifiers of legitimate Christian faith. 
13.3.3. Three subjectivities 
When considering all of the interviews and focus groups combined, three 
conceptual and affective orientations toward fossil fuels emerge. These tentative 
categories also speak to the unique ways that petroculture is both reflected through, and 
understood by, particular experiences of Christian faith in Canada. The first is a social 
gospel climate justice perspective that is critical of fossil fuel industries. This orientation 
was a hallmark of the mainline protestants in the study and was often expressed in the 
context of a commitment to Indigenous reconciliation. Such believers identified 
themselves as allies with First Nations water protectors in resisting fossil fuel projects on 
unceded territory, and found alignment between what they see as the revolutionary 
politics of Christ and contemporary climate justice movements. Many of these believers 
were also committed to politics as a site of social struggle and regarded spiritual 
perspectives profoundly relevant to civic life and social change.  
The second subjectivity is a Christian nationalist and far-right orientation that 
links fossil fuels to ideas of progress, liberty, Western chauvinism, God’s providence, 
and conservative activism. These believers understood themselves as active agents in a 
Canadian culture war in which conservative evangelicalism constituted a divine bulwark 
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between the Canadian nation and the social and spiritual devastation of unrestrained 
secular humanism. As such, support for fossil fuels and skepticism over anthropogenic 
climate change were a litmus test of born again belief and commitment to biblical 
literalism. For many who adhere to this discursive configuration, to accept the science of 
climate change and to reject the blessing of fossil fuels constitutes a rejection of the very 
notion of truth itself.  
The third is a set of spiritually anxious/reflexive understandings that are 
concerned about climate change but tentative about how – and for what scientific 
reasons – fossil fuels are implicated in global warming. These participants do not ‘see’ 
oil in the contested ways of their spiritual cousins on either end of the political spectrum. 
These reflections were often expressed with openness and humble inquiry, revealing an 
internal struggle between the learned cultures of belief through family and church and 
the more expansive views associated with direct experience and voices beyond their 
faith communities. These expressions were both generative and tentative, a balancing 
act between community acceptance and newly learned social and scientific truths. 
These believers saw it as their task to – through the language of shared history, culture, 
and belief – to be advocates for climate change and climate justice within their existing 
communities. Importantly, these believers expressed a politics of non-engagement with 
a deep reservation toward antagonist politics, especially regarding fossil fuels. For them, 
if the climate crisis is to be solved (and/or if it is indeed happening), it is through winning 
hearts, minds, and souls of individual Christians, not through organized politics. 
13.4. Missing voices and future directions 
There are several interviews that did not make it into this thesis. For various reasons, 
either last minute cancellations, thematic fit, or the need to contain the work within a 
particular scope, they did not transition to the final rendition before you. And yet as I 
reflect upon the entirety of this work, I can see and feel these absent voices throughout. 
They often serve to insulate the contextual cracks of the pages, and as such I have tried 
my best to be cognizant of the reality that while these stories exist so readily in my 
thoughts they do not exist explicitly on the page for you to see. As well, there is my own 
long-since removed Pentecostal faith background that also serves to furnish the 
intellectual world of this thesis, though these experiences too are often beyond the 
272 
reader’s reach. If I may say one thing about the voices that did not make it into the 
pages of this work, it is that they have served an immense use in the unfolding of this 
project. They remind me of the depth of every human encounter and how each person 
that offered to speak, regardless of gender, age, political perspective, or spiritual belief, 
gave something unique to the patchwork of this endeavour. Two voices in particular 
stand out. 
The first is that of an evangelical pastor and church worship leader in Fort 
McMurray, who, after two cancelled meetings, ultimately disinclined to participate in a 
formal interview. This seemed a great loss at first. And indeed, I believe their perspective 
would have added much to this already rich tapestry of voices. Yet, the last minute 
cancellation offered much time to ruminate on the brief moments that we had spent 
together and the church service that I attended prior to our final missed encounter. A few 
things remain in my mind from that particular Sunday. In a prominent display at the 
entrance of the sanctuary inside of his church was a copy of Stephen Mansfield’s best 
selling 2009 book, The Search for God and Guinness: A biography of the beer that 
changed the world. It is a story about the miracle of Christian capitalism and a paired 
down social gospel. Going from the book display to the chapel, I was able to witness the 
novel ways that faith speaks in each and every context. Though there are vast cultural 
and doctrinal consistencies across the protestant world, there are also vast cultural and 
doctrinal disparities that profoundly shape the context and experience of belief. On this 
particular morning was a message about dating culture. During the interlude between 
worship and the sermon, there was a short video that stirred the heartstrings of the 
audience, including myself. It was the story of a family break-up. The most difficult scene 
was that of a young child crying and hugging their departing father on the front porch, 
the dad holding only a suitcase in his hand and the child begging him not to go. Beyond 
the heteronormative portrayal was an attempted universality in the pain that was 
portrayed, and as we would soon hear, the meaning of such pain. When the video 
ended, a different pastor, an ATV and firearms enthusiast, then proceeded to give a 
sermon about dating in the age of Tinder. Throughout the talk, he peppered in caveats 
on the unique struggles that the fossil fuel economy places on the family and that God 
was there to help people through difficult times. The overall message was that no matter 
what happens to you in your life, no matter what you have done, you have a home in this 
church.  
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The second voice is an interview with an Imam, also in Fort McMurray. His 
community is a leading voice behind an ambitious and citywide ecumenical project 
called Abraham’s Land (Beamish, 2019; McDermott, 2018). The vision is to have a 
dedicated space where people of all faiths can gather and worship according to their 
own traditions, a sort of one-stop spiritual campus for the entire town. He opened up the 
Mosque to me and welcomed me to participate in a service, which I obliged. In addition 
to his perspectives on faith, he offered a profound and salient articulation of the tensions 
between petroculture, politics, and climate change. On fossil fuels, he says: 
As a Muslim I look at what I can do, how we can balance and not overuse, or 
over exploit, to use in accordance to your need and to give back at the same 
time. You cannot ask someone to cut off all fossil fuels and then expect them to 
live a life that is somewhat in line with what they lived before. That’s impossible. 
You have to have that balance. 
Not only does he serve the faith needs of a large Muslim faith community in the patch, 
but he himself has also experienced every hardship that Fort McMurray could offer: cold, 
isolation, harassment, market downturn, a lost home, financial precarity, housing 
security, and family struggles over the decision to move from the relatively balmy BC 
Lower Mainland to freezing Northern Alberta. He says: 
My faith compels me to be kind, to be patient overall. These things really guide 
us. Let me give you an example… I lost my home in the fire. And we didn’t have 
insurance either. So imagine, there are some people who lost everything, and 
they went to hospitals, they had nervous breakdowns. It was really sad. To me, I 
looked at what happened. I lost my home. I didn’t have insurance. I praised God. 
I said, ‘you know what, these things are bound to happen, and with faith, and 
patience, and perseverance, you overcome.’ And that is exactly what happened. 
We overcame. And we’re still here.  
This perspective succinctly presents the tensions and entanglements that the competing 
ontologies, ideologies, and epistemologies of faith and fossil fuels entail. He says the 
petrol economy offers opportunities and multicultural, multi faith, connection in Fort Mac 
that can’t be found anywhere else in Canada. “Fort McMurray is amazing,” he says, but 
not without its contradictions. Amidst the community and prosperity bitumen provides are 
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also important lessons for how to live in accordance with the directives of faith. Climate 
change is real, he says; fossil fuels are a major source of carbon pollution; God 
commands us to care for the earth and also for one another and the faithful need to find 
a way to bridge these gargantuan divides, in accordance with the right timing. “People 
completely agree” on the need to address climate change, he says, but “to open a topic 
that let’s say is a right topic at a wrong time will have a negative result.” While this 
perspective about timing is echoed in broader personal choice and individual 
accountability narratives regarding climate communication and environmental action 
critiqued in this work, there is also a counter claim within it that identifies the importance 
of the political landscape, which is where our conversation eventually leads. In saying 
these things he did not look to an eschatological horizon for meaning, nor resolve 
himself to a terminal position and thus seek spiritual comfort and respite. Rather, he 
said, people must use the wisdom and direction that God has already clearly given to 
care for one another and to care for the earth, and to not be wasteful. In doing so he 
noted a sharp distinction between the personal life of religious belief and the public life of 
politics. He says: 
Your topic is a very interesting one, fuel and faith. The only thing I’m not sure you 
have covered is the political aspect of it as well, the politics that play into whether 
the environment will be conserved or not. Because, people can be people of faith 
but where politics are concerned, we’re a secular nation. So my question is, and I 
don’t know the answer to this, is how strong or weak of a role does religion play 
in shaping the minds of our politicians? That would be interesting to see. 
Bringing up this conversation serves to highlight a final point. One of the limitations of 
this work is the primary focus on protestant belief. This particular lens was chosen 
because of my own familiarity with the traditions of this faith and also because it is the 
dominant faith tradition in Western Canada, according to the Canada Census. I was also 
conscious of my lack of experience and knowledge of most traditions beyond this lens, 
and therefore did not want to miss out on any important nuances within the 
conversations. Another consideration for this choice is the perceived political influence of 
conservative evangelicals in Canada, real or imagined, and how it is these subjectivities 
are constituted within discourses of climate change and fossil fuels. In constructing the 
research in this way it is evident that there are myriad other faith traditions with unique 
and important reflections to offer this conversation, the majority of which are not 
275 
discussed in this work. Likewise, there is much more work to be done in exploring the 
link between Christian faith and petro politics in Canada, as well as faith in general. 
Recent works by Marshall (2020) and Dochuk (2019) offer tantalizing intellectual 
roadmaps on how to further construct research on fossil fuels and petronationalism. 
Ultimately, this thesis observed an interaction between progressive and 
conservative articulations of protestant faith and oil, with a handful of other ecumenical 
reflections added to the mix. How these perspectives are implicated in Canadian petrol 
politics and power is a worthy site of further scholarly investigation. It also reveals a 
generative tension between the power of structures and the motivational qualities of faith 
to navigate within them. Ideas of justice, truth, and fairness define the entire spectrum of 
the discourse, yet in many ways fossil fuels and climate change are secondary to these 
broader contestations. As such, Trans Mountain Pipeline and Canada’s contested 
climate policy might be a forum of national discontent, but it is not the discontent itself. 
The fault lines of competing faith understandings of fossil fuels in Canada run much 
deeper than any one project, pipeline, or open pit dig. The fracture is a question of 
politics, culture, and worldview, and the way in which these impressions relate to 
broader articulations of petroculture in people’s lives. As such, there remains much to be 
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Appendix A.  
Recruitment Letter 
Greetings, 
My name is Darren Fleet. I am a PhD student from the School of Communication at 
Simon Fraser University. I am writing to invite you and members of your congregation to 
participate in my research study about faith and energy titled, Fuel and Faith: The 
Spiritual Geography of Energy in Canada. You're eligible to be in this study because you 
are a member of a Christian faith tradition in Canada. The goal of the study is to gain a 
more broad understanding of how faith informs thinking about fossil fuels.  
If you decide to participate in this study you will participate in a two and a half hour focus 
group discussion with 6-8 other people where you will be asked to talk about your faith, 
fossil fuels and other energy sources. During this discussion you will be asked open-
ended questions about Jesus, God, church and the body of Christ as well as questions 
about energy, and energy infrastructure like pipelines, dams, solar panels, wind farms, 
and the Athabasca oil sands. The discussion will be audio recorded, transcribed, and 
then a selection of the conversations will be used as insights and reflections in my thesis 
on the differing ways of thinking about fossil fuels in Canada. None of the recorded 
information will be used without your consent. Participants and congregations will be 
given alias names in the published study. 
Participation is completely voluntary. You can choose to be in the study or not. If 
you'd like to participate or have any questions about the study, please email or contact 
me.
Thank you very much. 
Sincerely, Darren Fleet 
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Appendix B.  
 
Interview Questions 
1) Tell me about your faith?  
- How has your faith impacted your life?  
- How serious are you about your faith?  
- How important are your spiritual beliefs in your daily interactions and activities? 
2) What role do you think faith and spirituality play in the world today? 
- Are there any examples that you can think of? 
- How do you think people outside of your faith view your beliefs? 
3) How do you think fossil fuels impact your life? 
- Are fossil fuels a good thing, a bad thing, a necessary thing? 
- Can you think of any way that fossil fuels impact society as a whole?  
4) Does your faith have any teachings about fossil fuels?  
- How should we use them?  
- God’s role in their origins?  
- Are there any distinctions between your personal beliefs about fossil fuels and your 
spiritual beliefs? 
5) What are your own thoughts and feelings about the use of fossil fuels and projects like 
pipelines and oil sands expansion? 
- Are these thoughts and feelings representative of your broader church community? 
- Are they different in any way?  
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6) As a person of faith, what are your thoughts about climate change?  
- Are these thoughts and feelings representative of your broader church community? 
- Are they different in any way?  
7) How comfortable are you talking about your faith with other people? 
- What about energy, climate change, and fossil fuels?  
- Do you ever talk about fossil fuels and/or climate change in your religious community? 
If it does come up, what are those conversations like? 
8) Is there anything that you would like to talk about that we have not covered? Are there 
any questions that we have covered that you would like to revisit? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
